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Chapter 1 An Introduction to John Paul II’s Theology of the Body

 George Weigel in his book, Witness to Hope, suggests that John Paul II’s Theology of the Body is a “theological time bomb set to go off, with dramatic consequences, sometime in the third millennium of the Church.”1 While completed in November 1984, until recently, the Theology of the Body has not elicited much comment or interest. In fact, only a handful of Catholics had ever heard of the Theology of the Body before Weigel’s book was published. Weigel’s remark and his discussion of the Theology of the Body are partly responsible for a renewed interest in this significant papal work.

The Theology of the Body of Pope John Paul II is a series of addresses given at the Wednesday papal audiences in Rome from September 1979 to November 1984. (There were some rather lengthy interruptions in this series, e.g., during the Holy Year of the Redemption in 1983, the audiences were devoted to other topics.) The Wednesday papal audiences are given as an opportunity for visitors and pilgrims to Rome to see and hear the Pope. Previous Popes of the second half of the twentieth century have given addresses at these audiences as Pope John Paul II does. However, John Paul II’s predecessors have not tried to give a series of addresses devoted to one theme in successive audiences. Rather, each address stood on its own and treated a subject matter appropriate to that particular Wednesday, e.g., on a saint’s feast day, Pope Paul VI might have spoken about that particular saint; or during the Easter season, Pope John XXIII might have addressed the joys of Easter and the promise of the resurrection of the body implicit in Christ’s resurrection. John Paul II has decided to use the Wednesday audiences to give a series of addresses devoted to one central theme. The first of these series was the Theology of the Body. A series, given once a week to totally different audiences over several years, is not the easiest task to attempt. Each address needs to stand on its own and make sense to the particular audience who hears it. Still, it also must fit into the series and be part of a much larger effort to address the central theme.

The Theology of the Body comprises 129 individual addresses. These are divided into six different cycles. The first three cycles are reflections on the remarks of Christ pertaining to marriage. In the first cycle (nos. 1-23) John Paul discusses Christ’s answer to the Pharisees when they ask him about whether a man can divorce his wife.2 The second cycle (nos. 24-63) are a reflection on Christ’s remarks in the Sermon on the Mount about adultery, “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you, everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”3 The third cycle (nos. 64-72) discusses the resurrection of the body. In this cycle, John Paul analyzes Christ’s answer to the Sadducees when they come to him and ask him about a woman who had married seven brothers. They want to know which brother will be the man’s wife in heaven. (The fictional case the Sadducees posed to Christ rested on the so-called Levirate law. If a husband died without children, his brother was supposed to marry the widow and father a son who would be considered the son of the dead brother.4 In the case presented by the Sadducees, a particular woman married the first brother and he died before fathering any children. A second brother married the widow and he also died without children. Eventually, the woman married each of the seven brothers and never had any children. The Sadducees did not believe in the resurrection of the body. They were posing the question in order to “trick” Christ who, they knew, taught the resurrection of the body.)

The second set of three cycles do not rest on particular words of Christ, but are the application of the points previously discussed to celibacy and virginity, marriage, and contraception. The fourth cycle (nos. 73-86) applies the conclusions of the first three cycles to celibacy and virginity for the sake of the kingdom. The fifth cycle (nos. 87-113), a particularly vital one, is an extensive analysis of the fifth chapter of St. Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians in light of the conclusions previously reached in the first three cycles of the Theology of the Body. In this chapter, Paul compares the mystery of the Church to marriage, especially in light of Christ’s elevation of marriage to the level of a sacrament. The sixth cycle (nos. 114-129) applies the conclusions of the first three cycles to the teaching of the Church regarding contraception.

From the very first words of the Theology of the Body, one realizes that John Paul’s approach to theology differs from those taken by the great representatives of the Catholic theological tradition: Saint Augustine and Saint Thomas Aquinas. Saint Augustine represents the first attempt in the West to develop a unified presentation of the faith through the use of a particular philosophical system. In adapting Plato’s philosophical thought to the data of Revelation, Augustine formulated a synthesis of the Catholic faith. This synthesis was the way the faith was taught from Augustine’s death in 430 until the thirteenth century.

By the thirteenth century, modes of thought and the culture had changed. Arabic translations of works of Aristotle, unknown to medieval Europe, translated into Latin in Spain, became available to scholars in Europe. Later, direct translations from the Greek to Latin were available through the crusading states established in the Holy Land. Not only did these new translations provide more accurate texts of works already known, previously unknown works, at least to medieval Europeans, became available. Aristotle’s works changed the academic world of the twelfth century as did other factors as well. No longer did the Augustinian system convey the faith in terms easily understood. It was necessary to develop a new synthesis, a new way of conveying the faith. St. Thomas did what Saint Augustine did, except that instead of Platonic philosophy, St. Thomas used Aristotle. The resulting theological synthesis was the second mode of conveying the faith in the West.

While rooted in both the Augustinian and Thomistic traditions, it is crystal clear that John Paul’s Theology of the Body has a startling and unexpected new “twist.” It, together with his other works, represents a new synthesis, a new way of conveying the faith to the modern world. This new approach is necessary because most people in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries do not think and act in the categories of either Saint Thomas or Saint Augustine.

Both Saint Augustine and Saint Thomas Aquinas lived and taught in a culture which might be described as objective, deductive, and principled. The modern world is primarily subjective, inductive, and experiential. Objective means that something is real, i.e., it is true, regardless of whether or not I know it to be true. For example, if a blind man is outside, but cannot see the trees, the trees are still there. Even though he does not perceive them, the trees are truly there. The existence of the trees does not depend on whether the blind man perceives them or not. Objective reality exists independent of one’s perception. The subjective view of reality claims that only that which I perceive to be real is actually real. Generally, the subjective view of reality is not applied to trees and physical objects. However, it is applied to non-physical realities, e.g., truths about the existence of God, truths about morality. The subjective view of reality is clearly captured by the phrase, “That may be true for you, but not for me!” In other words, what is true depends on what I believe or accept, or better phrased, on what I perceive. In the medieval world, such a claim would be utter nonsense. In fact, to most medieval academics, the truths of the faith, both dogmatic and moral truths, were more real than physical objects. The medieval world was objective. We are subjective.

The medieval world was also deductive which is corollary of its objective view of the world. Knowledge was derived from principles by the process of deduction, often illustrated in syllogisms. One started with a “given” which was accepted, e.g., God is a pure spirit, and added what was called the minor term, e.g., a pure spirit does not have a body, and drew a conclusion, e.g., God does not have a body. We determine what is true by experiments, by our own experience and by counting heads—whatever the majority believes. This method of reaching truth or knowledge is the inductive method and it is a different process than the deductive method.

The third difference, i.e., between a principled and an experiential worldview, is implied by the other two. The medieval world was based on widely accepted truths from which conclusions were drawn, i.e., on principles. The modern world derives knowledge from personal experiences.

Since most in our era think subjectively, inductively, and experientially, they are ill prepared to hear, or even less, understand the truths and practices of the faith taught in a structure and outline which is objective, deductive, and principled. Even the vocabulary and language used in either the Thomistic or Augustinian synthesis is foreign to the modern ear. If the Revelation of Christ is to be grasped and understood today, it needs to be presented to people in their own language and in their own modes of thought. In a word, it needs to have a subjective, inductive, and experiential garb and it needs to use words which are part of the common coinage of modern culture. The difficulty, however, is to take the “jewels” of the faith—the Revelation of Christ—and present them in a new way with a new philosophical system without changing the content of these “jewels.” We need to have another genius, another Saint Augustine, another Saint Thomas, who would do for our era what each of these saints did for his.

John Paul II is another Saint Thomas, another Saint Augustine. He is recasting the “jewels” of the faith into a mode and garb which makes them understandable to our age The Church needs to convey the content of Revelation in a way that is understandable to people of every generation. That is what St. Thomas did for the thirteenth century—and make no mistake, there were those who insisted on continuing to use the traditional explanations, i.e., the synthesis of St. Augustine—and what John Paul II is doing for our generation. If one understands the Thomistic or Augustinian synthesis, is there any harm in using them? Of course not, and they need to be taught to every generation of theologians. However, as a way of conveying the faith to the people of the twenty-first century, it seems that the new John Paul II synthesis is more effective. Many will insist that John Paul II is a Thomist. Of course, he is! St. Thomas was an Augustinian. Each new synthesis builds on the previous ones. There is no question that John Paul II is a Thomist. But there is also no question that he is building a new theological synthesis which will be one of the building blocks of the Church in the twenty-first century and beyond. The Augustinian synthesis was the way the Church thought about Revelation for about eight hundred years! St. Thomas’ synthesis was in place for more than seven hundred years. If the pattern holds, John Paul II’s synthesis will be with us for centuries.

John Paul II’s new approach does not change the faith at all. If one thinks of the content of the faith, the Revelation of Christ, as a very large diamond sitting on a pedestal under a skylight in the middle of a room in a museum, it is a bit easier to understand what John Paul II is doing. The diamond can be viewed from any point on the 365 degree circumference. The viewpoint of the onlooker is defined by philosophy. St. Augustine looked at the diamond from one vantage point, using Platonic philosophy. St. Thomas moved to another point on the circumference using Aristotle. John Paul has defined a third point. Nevertheless, they are all looking at the same, exact diamond. Further, one onlooker can point out a feature to another onlooker. In other words, St. Thomas sees the same thing as St. Augustine or John Paul II, but he describes it differently. But they each describe the same feature of the diamond. Therefore, it is possible to “translate” the description of any feature of the diamond from Augustine to Thomas, to John Paul II, from Thomas to Augustine and John Paul II, and from John Paul II to Thomas and Augustine. It is always the same diamond.

The new “twist” in John Paul II’s Theology of the Body is precisely the application of a new theological synthesis to the problems of sexuality, marriage, and family life. Through the use of a philosophical movement called phenomenology, John Paul has been able to present the content of Christ’s Revelation in a subjective, inductive, and experiential way without doing damage to its content.

In his Witness To Hope, Weigel, quoting Angelo Scola, writes that “virtually every thesis in theology—God, Christ, the Trinity, grace, the Church, the sacraments—could be seen in a new light if theologians explored in depth the rich personalism [the usual name of the new synthesis of Pope John Paul II] implied in John Paul II’s theology of the body.”5 Of course, this remark is absolutely true. It is true for two reasons. First, the new synthesis of Pope John Paul II is clearly apparent in his Theology of the Body and it can be studied and learned from its use in these addresses. Once learned and studied, it will be recognized in other writings of the Pope and his initial work can be furthered and developed. (It should be noted that the founder of a new synthesis does the initial work, but centuries are devoted to “mining” the riches and depth of a particular synthesis. Saint Augustine developed his synthesis using Platonic philosophy, but it was studied and developed further over eight centuries. Similarly, Saint Thomas was the founder of the fusion of Aristotle’s philosophy and the content of Revelation, but the study and development of his work goes on even today.) Certainly, if the new synthesis of John Paul II were to be studied in the Theology of the Body, and then recognized and applied to other areas “virtually every thesis in theology . . . could be seen in a new light.”
Secondly, Weigel’s remark is also true because every area of Revelation has an impact on other areas. How one understands the mystery of Christ, both His Incarnation and Redemption, will impact one’s understanding of the Church, of grace, of the sacraments. How one understands the mystery of our Creation in the image and likeness of God, clearly impacts one’s concept of the second Person of the Trinity becoming man. Revelation is a unified whole. It is Christ. Christ cannot be subdivided. A new approach in one area will impact all others. So, of course, the fruit of John Paul II’s new approach in the area of sexuality, marriage, and family life---the results of the Theology of the Body—impacts every thesis in theology and “every thesis in theology. . . could be seen in a new light.” Weigel’s remark is true because the method of the new synthesis can be learned from the Theology of the Body and because the fruits found in the Theology of the Body have implications for the other areas of theology.

As we have mentioned, John Paul II’s new synthesis is the result of the use of a philosophical movement called phenomenology. The founder of phenomenology was a German philosopher named Edmund Husserl (1859-1938). Briefly, Husserl focused on the subjective, individual experience of people. He collected these experiences one at a time from different people. Phenomenology is a subjective, inductive, and experiential philosophical method. Husserl was interested in discovering how things are in the world (the being of things—what philosophy always investigates) through the interior perception of the world by individual people. In this way, he linked the interior powers of the mind, will, self-awareness (consciousness) to the real world and was able to overcome the division between the interior life of the mind and the real world which had entered philosophical thought first through Descartes. (Descartes’s “I think, therefore I am,” divorced reality--the exterior world--from the interior life of every person because it grounded existence only in interior thought.)

Karol Wojtyla first encountered phenomenology through Roman Ingarden who was a professor in the philosophy department at the University of Cracow where the future Pope was earning his doctorate in philosophy. Ingarden had been one of Husserl’s students. Through his studies, which focused on ethics, Wojtyla saw that phenomenology was able to provide a link to reality, a way to ground ethical norms in reality, and not only in interior ideas. An earlier German philosopher, Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) had taught ethical norms are unknowable because they lie beyond immediate human experience. But morality (good order in human existence) requires that we act according to the traditional norms. Therefore, we should always act in accordance with these norms even though they are unknowable—this is what Kant meant by the “categorical imperative.” Kant divorced ethics from reality. Wojtyla saw that phenomenology provided a way to re-link ethical norms to reality.

Wojtyla wrote his doctoral dissertation on Max Scheler who also had been a student of Husserl. Scheler was particularly interested in ethics and attempted to come to knowledge of ethical norms through phenomenology. Scheler argued that every human experience is connected with a value. We are either attracted to the value or repulsed by it. By studying human experience from the subjective, interior point of view, Scheler believed he could identify values. These values actually existed in the real world. They were concrete and objective, but they were known through subjective, individual experience. Scheler thus provided an alternative to Kant’s “categorical imperative.” Further, he linked the values to the interior, subjective experience of the person. Values are objective and real, but only known through the interior perception of experiences. Instead of being commands and norms which one is compelled from the outside to follow, values (ethical norms) are part of one’s own interior experience.

Wojtyla was critical of Scheler because Scheler failed to provide an objective order of values. Since values were known through the subjective experience of each person, they could differ radically from one person to another. Further, the relative importance of these values was determined by the intensity of the response to each value. The value which elicited the most intense emotional response from an individual was, for that individual, the most important value. Therefore, even if two people had a similar set of values, the hierarchy of these values would differ from person to person. In Scheler’s thought, there was no way to establish an objective order of morality. Of course, Scheler avoided any kind of appeal to duty or responsibility because he was reacting against Kant’s “categorical imperative.”
Wojtyla was also critical of Scheler because the German philosopher did not notice that through our ethical choices, we each become what we do. We become good or evil by doing good or evil acts. An ethical act not only has effects outside of oneself, but it also has an internal effect. Visiting a friend in the hospital not only benefits him, it also has an interior effect on me: I become a visitor of the sick.

Despite the criticisms Wojtyla made of Scheler’s work, he saw that Scheler’s use of phenomenology provided a powerful tool for the study of Christian ethics. If the Christian norms taught by Revelation could be understood as interior norms, i.e., if these norms could be perceived through experience, they would cease to have the character of external laws imposed on one from the outside. Further, one could speak about these values in a subjective way appropriate to the modern world.

More importantly, phenomenology provides a tool for examining personhood. Phenomenology studies human experiences from the interior point of view. Since through these experiences, we become who we are, the study of these experiences and their internal effects gives us a tool to come to some understanding of human personhood from the inside. Since personhood is one of the most important concepts in Christianity, the phenomenological method provides a new way of studying and perceiving Christian Revelation. Saint Thomas using Aristotle studied personhood more or less “from the outside” in an objective way. “He did not adequately develop the subjective side of the life of the person.”6 Using the phenomenological method, John Paul is able to develop the subjective side of the person while in no way compromising or altering the fundamental objective truths of Revelation.

It is precisely because the person is vital to revealed truth that there can be a synthesis of phenomenology and the faith. Phenomenology begins its investigation with the individual human person. It begins with our conscious experience of ourselves as acting agents. Phenomenology then leads to the mystery of human personhood. Phenomenology, subjective as it is, “opens the door” to the full truth about man revealed in the objective order by God. John Paul II makes this link between phenomenology and the objective order of the faith through the text in Genesis: “Let us make man in our image.” Man is a person (has an awareness of his own acts, one of the most important marks of personhood) because he is like God, made in God’s own image. The reference to the Creation of human persons in God’s image at one and the same time saves the subjective insight of the phenomenologists without losing the objectivity of the Gospel. The true nature of human persons is revealed in the objective order but experienced and studied in a subjective way. The content of Revelation, truths centered on personhood—the personhood of God and each human being--is given to each individual human person and yet is experienced in a subjective way. The objective order of Revelation is linked in this fashion with the subjective experience of each human person. It is no wonder that one of the hallmarks of John Paul II’s pontificate is the repeated and insistent teaching on the dignity (value) of each and every human person.

The new synthesis of John Paul II encompasses the entire diamond, the entire content of Christ’s Revelation. The teachings of Christ can be outlined in seven general subject areas: God (as One and Triune), Creation, Incarnation, Church, Sacraments, Grace, and Commandments. Under each of these is an immense amount of material which in turn is divided into sub-categories. For example, any complete discussion of the mystery of Creation necessarily includes the Creation of the angels, the Creation of human persons, the mystery of the fall and of original sin, the effects of sin, and even the Providence of God shown to the people of the Old Testament. John Paul II’s new approach embraces the entire content of Revelation, the entire diamond. While there are a few subject matters in Revelation which John Paul has not addressed extensively, these can easily be studied according to the approach and mind of John Paul II. He has at least briefly addressed each area and from these remarks the direction of his thought is clear. Others can analyze these areas further. The John Paul II synthesis is also apparent from the subject areas he has exhaustively treated, e.g., the Theology of the Body.

The Theology of the Body certainly is a subjective, interior look at what happened to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden before and after the first sin.7 The results of this examination of the experiences of our first parents are then applied to important areas related to sexuality, marriage and family life. John Paul actually acknowledges specifically that he wishes to look at the subjective, interior reality of the lives of our first parents when he remarks that one of his absolutely central texts, the second chapter of Genesis, “presents the Creation of man especially in its subjective aspect.”8
The phenomenological method is also apparent in John Paul’s work on the Church entitled, Sources of Renewal.9 Written as a reflection on the Church ten years after the opening of the Second Vatican Council, Sources of Renewal begins with the question the conciliar fathers put to themselves, “Church, what do you say of yourself?”10 If the Church can ask itself a question (and, obviously, expect an answer), it is a personal subject—it is a person. In fact, the Church is the mystical person of Christ.11
Every person has a mind and a will. Every one knows what he or she knows and knows what he or she chooses. This self-awareness of what we know and choose is called our consciousness. Through this self-awareness, we watch ourselves when we learn and when we act. Our consciousness stores what we have learned and what we have done. It stores our experiences. This storage function of our consciousness results in our becoming what we do. Through what is stored in our consciousness, we determine ourselves—we shape ourselves into those things we have experienced. If we practice the piano, these experiences are stored and we gradually shape ourselves into a piano player. (Of course, we can never completely alter and even less, destroy, what is given to us in Creation by God, i.e., that, as persons, we are created in His image and likeness.) In addition, the storing of these experiences means we have a memory of what we have done. Phenomenology probes the depths of our consciousness, in its memory function, to study our experiences.

Since the Church is the mystical person of Christ with a mind and a will, it also has a self-awareness of its own acts. Therefore, the Church can be studied as a subject, as a person, from within. In Sources of Renewal, the future Pope endeavors to probe the Church’s self-awareness of its acts of knowing, i.e., its faith, and its self-awareness of its choices. Wojtyla studies the Church from within applying the phenomenological method to a theological investigation of the Church. After the introduction in Part I, Parts II and III of the book are an examination of the Church’s acts of knowing and of its acts of willing, respectively. Part II is entitled, “Formation of Consciousness” and Part III is entitled, “The Formation of Attitudes.” Wojtyla (at least in the English translation) uses consciousness to mean the self-awareness of what the Church knows (its faith) and attitudes to mean the Church’s self-awareness of what it chooses (its acts). The study of the Church from within as a personal subject is clearly the application of the phenomenological method to one of the major topics of Revelation. The Pope’s new “twist” is not only present in his Theology of the Body series.

We find similar uses of the phenomenological method in most of the encyclicals and documents of John Paul II’s papacy. The startling and exciting new way is present in the very first words of the very first encyclical: “The Redeemer of man, Jesus Christ, is the center of the universe and of history. 12 The same startling turn of phrase is found in other places in that encyclical, e.g., when John Paul writes about the Church and teaches that man “is the primary and fundamental way for the Church.”13
In Laborem Exercens, On Human Work,14 the Pope refers to the primary purpose of work: the shaping of an individual into someone who acts like God, who participates in God’s creative work by subduing “the earth.”15 In working, human persons imitate God. They act as He acted when He “worked” to create the world. In acting as images of God through work, human persons shape themselves more and more into who they are: images of God. In this way, they fulfill themselves.

In Familiaris Consortio, The Apostolic Exhortation on the Family, one of the headings in Part III is “Family, become what you are” and this phrase is also found in the body of the text.16
One of his most interesting applications of the phenomenological method is the analysis of the parables of Christ and of the experiences of people with Christ. In his encyclical on morality, Veritatis Splendor, The Splendor of Truth, in the first chapter, the Pope examines the meeting of the rich young man with Christ.17 He analyzes in great depth the experience of the young man in meeting Christ and argues that the young man’s questions are the interior questions all of us have. By analyzing this experience and those of others who met Christ, the Pope comes to some understanding of human personhood. One of his conclusions is that we all have certain questions: questions not unlike the questions put to Christ by the rich young man. Through these subjective, phenomenological studies, the Pope uncovers the aspects of our own interior experiences: e.g., that we all have questions about ourselves.. But there is more here because these meetings are with God, Himself. Christ answers the questions and the Pope is able to study how those people who met Christ experienced the answers (Revelation) given by the Lord.

In his second encyclical, Dives et Misericordia, Riches in Mercy, John Paul has an extensive discussion of the parable of the Prodigal Son.18 He analyzes the story from the point of view of the prodigal son, i.e., from the interior experiences of the prodigal affirming that the prodigal’s experiences are common to all of us. “That son . . . in a certain sense is the man of every period.” The prodigal demands his inheritance from his father, moves away to a distant country, squanders his money, and is reduced to working as a hireling on a farm. Almost starving and wishing he could devour the food the pigs were given, the prodigal comes to his senses and decides to return to his father. At this point, the Pope writes that “the analogy turns clearly towards man’s interior.” The prodigal has not only squandered money, but the prodigal has an “awareness of squandered sonship,” of the loss of his own dignity. The prodigal’s return to his father is a personal experience of forgiveness but it also contains important objected revealed truths. Through a phenomenological study of this parable, the Pope offers us some new and surprising insights. It is one thing to know something objectively. It is quite different to experience it. For example, I may have heard that cars need motor oil or they will eventually cease to function. But it is quite a different thing to experience one’s car stopping dead on a highway for lack of oil. Phenomenology allows us to probe experiences of people and in the study of the Scriptures, actually to probe people’s experiences of Revelation. This is what the Pope offers us in his application of phenomenology to Revelation.

The new personalism of Pope John Paul II is without a doubt a brilliant solution to a problem which has plagued the Church and its theology since the Renaissance and Reformation period. The Renaissance focused on human beings in a way which was foreign to the Middle Ages. While it is something of a oversimplification, there is some truth in the statement that medieval thought began with God and Renaissance thought began with human beings.. The Protestant Reformation furthered the emphasis on individual human beings and especially on the individual with its insistence on the private interpretation of Scripture. The same tendency can be seen in the development of science and in the scientific method which gradually developed from the Renaissance onward. Science is based on observation of individual phenomena, i.e., on experimentation and the recording of the data gleaned from experiments. Science and the scientific method so dominate society that people are loathe to accept conclusions from principles. When an individual’s “real” experience is quoted, people tend to accept conclusions based on that event. It is observable and individual. The focus on the individual is also one of the touchstones of democracy. The emphasis on the individual and freedom has its roots in the Renaissance, the Reformation, the rise of science and in the development of democracy. It results in a concept of the world which is subjective, inductive and experiential. The subjective turn of John Paul II’s new synthesis allows Revelation to be taught to the world of the twenty-first century in its own language and categories.
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Chapter 2 The Nuptial Meaning of the Body
As we mentioned in the last chapter, phenomenology studies the human person by examining individual human experiences. It therefore re-connects reality (the external world) with the human person because individual experiences are of reality. This re-linking of the individual with the real world overcomes the dualism implicit in Descartes. Descartes and much of subsequent philosophical reflection had separated the human person from the exterior, real world.

This re-linking of reality with the individual human person provides an opening to the study of the human person as he or she is in himself or herself. Phenomenology leads to an examination of the human person, i.e., it leads to questions pertaining to truths about human existence. For Wojtyla, these truths are those revealed by God. Phenomenology therefore is a route, a path, which links human experience with Revelation.

Further, through Max Scheler, phenomenology became a means of overcoming Kant’s “categorical imperative.” Kant had divorced ethical values from the external world and taught that they were unknowable, but were necessary for society. On the contrary, Scheler argued that ethical values are part of the content of human experience. Each experience of the real, external world by an individual human person had an ethical content because every one is either attracted or repulsed by the objects of experience. Phenomenology provided tools which could be used to isolate these ethical values. Therefore these ethical values could not only be known, but they were tied to the real, external world.

While critical of Scheler’s ethics, Wojtyla saw that the contribution Scheler made was to re-connect ethics with experience. Through the phenomenological study of human experiences, one came to understand the values which an individual had gleaned from human experience. By linking these values with the true nature of the person, revealed by God, one could evaluate them and affirm or correct them according to each circumstance.

As phenomenology taught, every experience is “contained” in one’s consciousness, one’s self-awareness of every act. (As persons, we not only act, but we “watch” ourselves acting through our self-awareness, our consciousness. Further, this consciousness “contains” all our experiences. Therefore, our experiences shape us because they become part of us, part of our consciousness. We can also “look” at what experiences our consciousness contains and discover what we have become.) Human persons can look at themselves, at their experiences, against the revealed truths of who they are and how they should act, and then decide for themselves if they acted appropriately. They could also decide for themselves to act differently or continue to act in the same way. But the key was that this evaluation occurred within the mystery of each individual. Morality (ethics) could now be seen as something given from within and in light of human experience, rather than as something from the outside. Through its study of human experience, phenomenology linked the ethical values gleaned from experience with the mystery of the human person.

While the study of subjective human experience could lead to a completely arbitrary set of ethics different for each individual, Wojtyla overcame this weakness in Scheler’s work through the revealed truth that each and every human person is created in the image and likeness of God. Since phenomenology leads to the mystery of the human person and to a study of values (which are seen by each to be good or bad for him or for her), it necessarily “begs the question” which is asked in metaphysics: “Who is a human person?” or “Who am I?” and the corollary question: “How should a person act?” or “How should I act?” These questions transcend phenomenological investigations and are only revealed by God. They are fundamentally answered, argues Pope John Paul II, by God when He reveals that we are created in His image and likeness.

This truth, at the center of human personhood, answers the questions which every human being is led to ask through his or her own experiences. And once the revealed truth is known, it explains and illuminates all of human life and human experience. It answers the subjective questions. This revealed truth is embraced by the individual because it finally answers the question of human existence raised through human experience. In turn, this truth becomes the internal subjective norm for further acting, for further experiences. And the subsequent experiences further validate the revealed truth.

As we mentioned in the previous chapter, human personhood is an objective fact, i.e., that God created us in His image and likeness. At the same time, this truth is the reason why every human person is a personal subject, i.e., why every person is capable of acting and shaping himself or herself through his or her acts. It is also the reason why every human person has an interior life. Through the truth that human beings are created in the image and likeness of God, Wojtyla was able to link the subjectivity of the phenomenologists without losing the objectivity of the Gospel.

The phenomenological method as applied in theological reflection is at the heart of Pope John Paul II’s Theology of the Body. If the implications of this method are not clearly understood, then the principle points of the Theology of the Body series will be missed or, at the very least, misinterpreted. To use a favorite phrase of Pope John Paul II, let us re-read his Theology of the Body in light of his phenomenological method.

The Theology of the Body series is in a large part a study of the beginning chapters of Genesis. The Scriptures contain the Revelation of God. How is it possible to apply the phenomenological method, which studies human experiences, to revealed truths? This fundamental question, of course, is obvious when one examines the writings of John Paul. God does not reveal Himself to us “from on high.” He does not, usually, “shout” from the mountain tops at us. Rather, Revelation occurs through the everyday experiences of life. God became man in order to relate to us in a completely human way. People met Him and heard Him. They had experiences of Him and experiences with Him. These experiences, containing the truths of Revelation, can be the subject of a phenomenological investigation. The meetings of people with Christ are simultaneously experiential (and therefore can be studied phenomenologically), but they also contain the content of Revelation. When phenomenology is applied to these experiences there is, so to speak, a double flow of data. There is the data which would come from any study of human experience which leads to the mystery of human personhood and, in addition, there is the data of Revelation which answers the very questions raised by the phenomenolgocial study of human personhood, namely, “Who am I?” Who is a human person?” etc. etc.

The fullness of Revelation came through Christ, the very Word of God. However, God had revealed Himself in the Old Testament as well. The Revelation in the Old Testament had also come in and through human experiences. They have the same characteristics which the Revelation of Christ has. There is the double flow of data: the phenomenological data from human experience leading to the mystery of human personhood as well as the answers to these questions (given through Revelation).

The first cycle of the Theology of the Body series is a study of the first three chapters of Genesis, primarily of the second and third chapters. John Paul begins with Christ’s answers to the Pharisees when they ask him whether it is lawful to divorce one’s wife. Christ answers that “from the beginning” God made them (human beings) male and female and “ ‘for this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.’ So they are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore, what God has joined together, no human being must separate.” Noticing the word “beginning” in Christ’s answer, John Paul teaches that all those who heard Christ would have known that He was referring to the very first words of the Bible, of the Book of Genesis, “In the beginning.” Christ’s reference to the Creation of human beings as male and female is clearly to the first chapter of Genesis when God “created man in his image; in the divine image he created him; male and female he created them.” But John Paul also remarks that the second part of Christ’s answer, “For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife and the two shall become one flesh. And so they are no longer two, but one flesh” is actually a reference to the second chapter of Genesis: “That is why a man leaves his father and mother and clings to his wife, and the two of them become one body.”
In his answer, the Lord linked the first and the second chapters of Genesis. Of course, they complement one another and teach the same truths. However, these two chapters were written by two different authors separated by centuries. More importantly, they were written from different perspectives. The Pope remarks that the first chapter of Genesis is “free from any trace whatsoever of subjectivism. It contains only the objective facts and defines the objective reality.” However, he argues that the second chapter is primarily subjective. “It could be said that Gen. 2 presents the creation of man especially in its subjective aspect. Comparing both accounts, we arrive at the conclusion that this subjectivity corresponds to the objective reality of man created ‘in the image of God’.”
John Paul sees in the second chapter of Genesis the record of some of the very first human experiences. The examination of these experiences through the phenomenological method is not only possible, but ought to be undertaken, for a richer understanding of humanity. At the same time, the record of these experiences are part and parcel of God’s Revelation. Therefore, they contain God’s Revelation as well as the record of the self-awareness (consciousness) of the first human persons on earth. The second chapter of Genesis has the double flow of data mentioned above.

In addition, as the Pope remarks, the Revelation given in a subjective way (through the record of the first human experiences) in the second chapter of Genesis confirms and repeats the Revelation given objectively in the first chapter. Everything revealed in the first chapter in an objective way is revealed subjectively in the second chapter. A further point is also essential. Not only is the Word of God revealed through human experience in the second chapter of Genesis, but that very Revelation must be interpreted in light of one’s own experiences. As the Pope teaches, “In the interpretation of the revelation about man, and especially about the body, we must, for understandable reasons, refer to experience, since corporeal man is perceived by us mainly by experience.”
From the first four addresses of the Theology of the Body series, the papal project is clear. The phenomenological method will be applied to the experiences recorded in the second chapter of Genesis. This examination leads us to the mystery of the human person (as all phenomenological studies do) and at the same time will lead us to what God is revealing through these experiences. The revealed truths, especially those concerned with the body, will then need to be seen in light of further experience. The Pope will also keep in mind during his examination the truths revealed in an objective way in the first chapter of Genesis. These will be a kind of “control” on the analysis of experience undertaken phenomenologically.

This study is not simply an historical investigation into the first human beings on earth because we can all place ourselves in the position of the Pharisees approaching Christ and asking the question about marriage. Further, every human being who has lived, is living, or will live “is rooted in his revealed theological prehistory,” i.e., in the experiences recorded in Genesis 2 before sin. Although, we are all born with sin, this truth is, so to speak, the negative pole of our existence. This negative pole cannot be adequately comprehended without knowing the positive pole, i.e., what it was like to be a human being without sin.

It is easy to understand why the Pope chose to analyze the beginnings chapters of Genesis. The first chapter of Genesis gives the objective truths of Creation. The second chapter is the record of the initial experiences of the first human beings. With the truths of Revelation given in successive chapters in two different modes, the objective and subjective, there could hardly be in all of Scripture or Tradition more appropriate chapters to apply the phenomenological method. Further, since the publication of his work, Love and Responsibility, John Paul had been studying the mystery of the Creation of human beings as male and female. With this interest as well as the juxtaposition of the objective and subjective modes of expression in successive chapters, John Paul could hardly resist making a study of the first chapters of the Bible.

There is, of course, a further question. If we already know the truths of Creation in an objective mode from the first chapter of Genesis, why even bother at all about the subjective Revelation of the same truths in the second chapter? Why is it necessary to have an understanding of both modes if they teach the same truths? The simple answer is that both chapters are part of the Revelation of God and God gave us both modes because both are in some way necessary. But that just begs the question: why are both necessary? Part of the answer is that when we experience something, it seems more real to us—especially to us living in the twenty-first century. As was mentioned in the previous chapter, if I theoretically know (from a lecture or class on the subject) that my car will break down without oil, then I have objective knowledge of one aspect of motor vehicle mechanics. However, if my car quits because it lacks oil when I am on the highway, the experience significantly impacts my life. For most of us, the experiential knowledge (the car stopping on the highway) will be remembered and acted on much more quickly (preventing it from happening again by always making sure the motor has enough oil) than the objective fact. Most people today remember and process experiential knowledge much quicker than theoretical, objective facts. Experiential knowledge is “more real” to many of us. God gave us both modes because while some learn only in an objective way and others only in an experiential way, many of us benefit greatly from both modes.

Beginning with the fifth address of the Theology of the Body series, the Pope begins the analysis of the experiences recorded in the second chapter of Genesis. One of John Paul’s key points is that in the second chapter, as opposed to the first one, Adam is created before Eve. Before the Creation of Eve, Adam is not defined as a male. Masculinity and femininity are only mentioned after the Creation of Eve. Adam (humanity) is alone. Adam comes to realize his solitude, that he is alone, when God asks him to name the animals present in the Garden. Through this process, Adam realizes that there is no other created being like him, that he is in fact alone in the world. The naming of the animals is actually Adam’s search of his own identity. The Pope writes:

“Man finds himself alone before God mainly to express, through a first self-definition, his own self-knowledge as the original and fundamental manifestation of mankind. Self-knowledge develops at the same rate as knowledge of the world, of all the visible creatures, of all the living beings to which man has given a name to affirm his own dissimilarity with regard to them. In this way, therefore, consciousness reveals man as the one who possesses the cognitive faculty as regards the visible world. With this knowledge which, in a certain way, brings him out of his own being, man at the same time reveals himself to himself in all the peculiarity of his being. He is not only essentially and subjectively alone. Solitude, in fact, also signifies man’s subjectivity, which is constituted through self-knowledge. Man is alone because he is ‘different’ from the visible world, from the world of living beings. . . . He reveals himself to himself and at the same time asserts himself as a ‘person’ in the visible world.”
In naming the animals, Adam is looking for someone like himself. He does not find anyone like himself because he realizes in seeing and naming the animals that no other being has what he has: the capability not only of doing things (of acting), but also of watching himself act. He names the animals and watches himself naming the animals. He has an awareness of what is happening, of what he is doing. Through this awareness which he has (and the animals clearly do not have), he distinguishes himself from all of the other beings in the visible world. He therefore develops a self-knowledge—a realization that he is different. As the Pope writes in the above quotation, “consciousness [Adam’s self-awareness of his acts—his ability to “watch himself” doing things] reveals man as the one who possesses the cognitive faculty.” Adam, in differentiating himself from the visible world as one who has a mind, realizes he is a person. Since there is no other person in the visible world, Adam realizes that he is alone. This realization (that he is a person capable of deriving self-knowledge from the consciousness of his experiences) is the meaning of original solitude.

When the Pope uses the word, “meaning,” he is using this word in a semi-technical sense. “Meaning” indicates the conclusions derived by a human person from an examination of the experiences contained within his or her consciousness. Adam named the animals and had an awareness (consciousness) of this act. In examining this experience, (by examining his consciousness which “contained” this experience), he came to know himself as different from the animals (because they obviously did not have this consciousness of their own acts). He came to know himself as a person. This knowledge is the “meaning” of solitude. The meaning of an experience is the knowledge gleaned from an examination of the experiences contained in one’s consciousness. (This definition will be very important as we continue to analyze the Pope’s thought.)

In addition to the experience of naming the animals, Adam heard the Lord God say, “You are free to eat from any of the trees of the Garden except the tree of knowledge of good and bad. From that tree you shall not eat; the moment you eat from it you are surely doomed to die.” With this command, Adam must make a choice. He then has the awareness (consciousness) of choosing and he comes to realize that he not only has a mind to know himself, but also a faculty which allows him to choose. He knows himself as a person with the powers of thinking and choosing. As the Pope writes, “The anthropological definition contained in the Yahwist text [i.e., the second and third chapters of Genesis] approaches, on its part, what is expressed in the theological definition of man, which we find in the first narrative of Creation, (‘Let us make man in our image after our likeness:’ Gen. 1:26).”
It is also obvious that in the process of naming the animals, Adam gazed at each of them, at their bodies. He distinguished himself from them as different because their bodies were different from his own body. He, therefore, had a consciousness of his own body as revealing his own interior life, his own personhood. As the Pope writes, Adam “discovers the meaning of his own corporality.” He comes to realize, in the now famous phrase of John Paul, that his body expresses his person. As the Pope remarks: “The body, in fact, and it alone, is capable of making visible what is invisible: the spiritual and the divine. It was created to transfer into the visible reality of the world the mystery hidden since time immemorial in God, and thus be a sign of it.” The human body, then, is more than the sum of its biological parts. Through these apparently understandable biological functions, human personhood is revealed. The human body is the only Creation of God which expresses and manifests in a visible way a spiritual reality: personhood. The angels are persons and so are the three Persons in God, but none of these can express or make visible their persons. That is left, by the design of God, to human beings who are the only persons with bodies. (Of course, Jesus in His humanity made His Person visible, but He was able to do this because He assumed to Himself a human nature with a body. It was as a man, a human being, that He was able to reveal Himself in and through His body. Therefore it is true that only human beings are capable of manifesting personhood in the visible world.)

Our bodies manifest our persons, but since we are images of God, our bodies not only manifest our own persons, but actually reveal something of who God is. How could it be otherwise? God created human beings in His image and likeness. Human beings have bodies which reveal who they are: an image of God. When you see a living human body, you see a visible expression of an image of God. When you see an image of God, you see something of God, Himself. In expressing our own persons and in manifesting God Himself, the human body is a unique Creation of God and full of incredible value and dignity. Human beings are truly a “little less than a god.” This is the truth Adam came to realize in discovering the meaning of his body.

Adam, humanity—not yet distinguished as male and female--, knows himself as a person with the powers of thinking and choosing. He knows that his body is the outward, visible manifestation of his interior personhood, of what he thinks and what he chooses. Since he knows himself as a body-person or a person-body and he has heard God’s warning that he will surely be “doomed to die” if he eats the fruit of the tree of knowledge, he also knows that his body can die, can cease to have life. “The alternative between death and immortality enters, right from the outset, the definition of man and belongs ‘from the beginning’ to the meaning of his solitude before God Himself.”
Having experienced solitude Adam knows himself (has an awareness of himself) as a being who thinks, chooses, and manifests himself in the visible world through his flesh and blood. But he is alone. Then God puts Adam to sleep and forms the first woman, Eve. Adam’s cry of joy is well known: “This one, at last, is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.” Humanity “awakens from his sleep as ‘male and female’.” The Pope writes about this line, “If it is possible to read impression and emotions through words so remote, one might also venture to say that the depth and force of this first and ‘original’ emotion of the male-man in the presence of the humanity of the woman, and at the same time in the presence of the femininity of the other human being, seems something unique and unrepeatable.” Adam recognizes in Eve another whose body expresses a person. He recognizes in her (and she in him) personhood. (Eve, as another human person, shared with Adam the common experience of solitude because solitude belongs to Adam as human person, not as male-person. The experience of solitude belongs, as it were, to humanity. Eve, together with Adam, had the benefit of the experience of solitude so she, too, had come to the realization of who she was as a person with self-awareness of mind, will and body.)

Adam (and Eve as well) implicitly understands that something is lacking in solitude. In naming the animals, he does not find one like him. With the Creation of Eve, this implicit lack is made explicit. This is the reason for the cry of inexpressible joy: “This one, at last, is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.” Only through the Creation of a helper “fit for him” can Adam surpass “the limit of man’s solitude.” In both Adam and Eve, there is a recognition of a mutual belonging as opposed to the rest of the visible Creation—the rest of the living bodies in the world. There is a sense of a mutual reciprocity. “Indispensable for this reciprocity was all that constituted the foundation of the solitude of each of them and therefore also self-knowledge and self-determination [the power of choosing], that is, subjectivity, and consciousness of the meaning of one’s own body.”
When Adam and Eve see each other, they realize that there are “two complementary dimensions, as it were, of self-consciousness [here used to indicate self-knowledge known through the mind] and self-determination [here used to indicate the power to choose, the will], two complementary ways of being conscious of the meaning of the body.” In a word, they discover masculinity and femininity. “That is why a man leaves his father and mother and clings to his wife, and the two of them become one body.” Adam and Eve entered into a marriage, a union of their persons expressed in and through their bodies. It was the first marriage. This marriage, as all marriages, was entered into by a choice in each of their wills. John Paul sees in the verb, “cling,” an indication that Adam and Eve both choose to give themselves to each other. “The very formulation of Genesis 2:24 indicates not only that human beings, created as man and woman, were created for unity, but also that precisely this unity, through which they become ‘one flesh,’ has right from the beginning a character of union derived from choice.”
The free choice to commit themselves to each other was done on the basis of their mutual complementarity, i.e., on the basis of masculinity and femininity. They realized that their bodies were made for a union between them. But this union was not just of the body. It involved a realization, a consciousness of masculinity and femininity, as well as a free choice. Their self-gift to each other was given in a personal way, with both understanding in their minds who they were and both choosing in full freedom to give themselves to each other.

Of particular importance in Adam and Eve’s experience of unity is their understanding of the meaning of their bodies, what the Pope calls the nuptial meaning of the body. If, as we have said, “meaning” indicates the conclusions derived by a human person from an examination of the experiences contained within his or her consciousness, then the nuptial meaning of the body signifies the conclusions Adam and Eve derived from the experience of their union, or even from their recognition of the possibility of their union. In seeing Adam, Eve realized “here at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.” In seeing Eve, Adam realized “here at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.” Their bodies were made for one another and they did not hesitate to unite with one another. In this experience of union, Adam and Eve “watch themselves.” They see themselves making a choice to give themselves to each other. They see themselves knowing that they are made for one another. In this awareness of their own experience of union, they come to discover love. They discover that they are created to love each other in and through their bodies. This discovery is the discovery of the nuptial meaning of the body.

The discovery of the nuptial meaning of the body is a subjective confirmation of what was objectively revealed in the first chapter of Genesis. In the first chapter, God created “man in his image; in the divine image he created him; male and female he created them.” Created like God, human persons are called, from their very being, to act like God. An image is a reflection. When looking in a mirror and combing one’s hair, one sees the image in the mirror combing its hair. We are images of God. We are called to act like God. God loves and so we are called to love in the very same way God does. This objective fact is revealed in the first chapter of Genesis. In the second chapter, man discovers this truth, this meaning. “This meaning (inasmuch as it is revealed and also conscious, ‘lived’ by man) confirms completely that the creative giving, which springs from love, has reached the original consciousness of man, becoming an experience of mutual giving, as can already be seen in the archaic text.” God reveals the truth that created in his image, human persons are called to love as He loves, but Adam and Eve discover the same truth through their experiences, through their realization of the nuptial meaning of their bodies.

“Awareness of the meaning of the body that is derived from them [i.e., from the first pages of the Book of Genesis] –in particular of its ‘nuptial’ meaning—is the fundamental element of human existence in the world.” Of course, the awareness of the nuptial meaning of the body is the fundamental truth about human beings: it is the truth that we are created in and for love and that our bodies are the means of expressing and receiving that love. The conscious awareness of this truth proclaimed by God when He created us in His image and likeness is absolutely central to all human life worth living. We are created to love and to be loved. As John Paul taught in his first encyclical, “Man cannot live without love. He remains a being that is incomprehensible for himself, his life is senseless if love is not revealed to him, if he does not experience it and make it his own, if he does not participate intimately in it” because every human person is created in the image and likeness of God and called to do what God does, i.e., love. The discovery of this truth subjectively is what John Paul means when he speaks of the nuptial meaning of the body.

Clearly, this discovery by Adam and Eve was partially made when they first saw one another even prior to their full union. This is revealed by the cry of joy, “This one, at last, is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.” The discovery was complete through their marital union. Of course, both events occurred while they were naked. The author of Genesis even remarks that “the man and his wife were both naked, yet they felt no shame.” But the most important point John Paul is trying to make in the passages treating the nuptial meaning of the body is not that Adam and Eve were naked, but that they discovered that they were created to love and for love, i.e., that they discovered the nuptial meaning of the body.

It is almost impossible for those of us born with the inheritance of sin to experience nakedness in the same way as Adam and Eve and to discover the nuptial meaning of our bodies in the way Adam and Eve did. Sin has clouded our vision and our comprehension of the true value of other persons. Genesis speaks of this lack after sin when it mentions that after their sin Adam and Eve “realized that they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made loincloths for themselves.” “Only the nakedness that makes woman an ‘object’ for man, or vice versa, is a source of shame. The fact that ‘they were not ashamed’ [before sin] means that the woman was not an ‘object’ for the man nor he for her.” In the experience of original unity, both Adam and Eve freely choose to give themselves to each other. They wished to surrender themselves to each other for the benefit of the other. This is what love is. After sin, the lust of the flesh, caused by sin, led one or the other of them to want the other. Instead of giving themselves freely—realizing that the other was complete and total gift—lust led them to appropriate the other for himself or herself. Instead of a giving, there was a desire to take as one does with things. This desire was manifested in their bodies and both saw this manifestation of the desire to take. They were each ashamed in the presence of the other because they knew that they should not reduce the other to an object and yet after sin, their desire to take each other was apparent in their naked state. Therefore, for those of us who are the heirs of sin—the entire human race after Adam and Eve except for Mary and Christ—it is difficult, not to say impossible, for us to discover the nuptial meaning of the body in the way Adam and Eve did. Of course, this is one of the reasons it is revealed to us, not only objectively in the first chapter of Genesis, but through the record of Adam and Eve’s experiences in the second chapter of Genesis.

In discovering the nuptial being of the body, Adam and Eve realized that they were a gift for one another, presented to each other by God. Just as their gift to one another was one of love, so also was God’s gift of the other to each of them one of love. They thus came to realize that in loving one another, in giving themselves to each other, they mirrored the gift of God to them. Their union of love was simultaneously a mirror, a reflection, an image, of God’s love for them. Their union made visible the interior life of God. Not only were each of their bodies taken individually the expression of who they were and a revelation of who God is, but in acting, loving each other, Adam and Eve, made visible the love of God, i.e., the love in the Trinity, itself. Of course, not knowing of the existence of the Trinity, Adam and Eve could not consciously reflect the love of the Triune God, but they were conscious of mirroring the love God showered on them when He created them for each other and, of course, the love shown by God when He created the whole world for them. The Pope remarks that the love of Adam and Eve is “a primordial sacrament, understood as a sign that transmits effectively in the visible world the invisible mystery hidden in God from time immemorial. And this is the mystery of truth and love, the mystery of divine life, in which man really participates.”
According to John Paul’s analysis of the second and third chapters of Genesis, Adam and Eve’s awareness (consciousness) or their first experiences led them to discover the truths about themselves as individuals. Adam and Eve both come to know that they are each created in God’s image as persons with minds and wills. They come to understand that their bodies express themselves and reveal God. They know that they are a gift for one another and that God lavished gifts on them in creating them for one another. In these self-discoveries realized through their own subjective experiences, they confirm the truths revealed in the objective order in the first chapter of Genesis.

These original experiences, while always part of all of us because we are rooted in our theological prehistory, can never be repeated. Sin has wounded us to the point that we can never re-live solitude in the way Adam did or original unity in the way Adam and Eve did. The change in us because of sin is implied in Genesis. Before sin, they were naked and were not ashamed. After sin, they were naked and sewed fig leaves on themselves. This betrays a radical change in Adam and Eve. It is to this change and its effects that the Pope turns in the second cycle of the Theology of the Body.
Chapter 3 Sin and Shame
Adam and Eve’s Experiences of Nakedness

Christ’s Appeal to the Human Heart

Manicheans and the Masters of Suspicion

In the first cycle of the Theology of the Body (nos. 1-23) John Paul II applied the phenomenological method to the study of the second and third chapters of Genesis. In these Genesis chapters, the Pope sees the first experiences (solitude and original unity) of the human race experienced by Adam (humanity) and then by Adam and Eve. Through these experiences recorded in their consciousness, Adam and Eve, come to know themselves as beings with minds, wills, and bodies, and as images of God created in and for love. This self-knowledge is what the Pope calls the meaning of the experiences which Adam and Eve had. Interestingly, the self-knowledge of Adam and Eve, gathered subjectively from their experiences, is identical to what is revealed in the first chapter of Genesis by God in an objective way.

We see in the application of the phenomenological method to Genesis the intertwining of what we called the “double flow of data from the Scriptures.” Human experiences lead not only to meanings (self-knowledge), but also to the mystery of the human person. The mystery of human personhood gives rise to questions about how a person should act and who a person is. In the second and third chapters of Genesis, we have the first human experiences recorded. But Genesis, as all of Scripture, is the Revelation of God. So, we find in Genesis the first experiences of the human race recorded together with their meanings. We find also the entrance, the door, to the mystery of human personhood together with the questions arising from this mystery. But we also find the answers to these questions. Further, the experiences, their meanings, and the Revelation which clarifies these experiences and meanings are succinctly and almost inseparably linked. John Paul, in partially separating these various aspects, has laid the foundation for the remaining 106 addresses in his Theology of the Body series.

Beginning the second cycle (nos. 24-63), John Paul analyzes in depth another one of the very first experiences of Adam and Eve: their nakedness, especially their nakedness after sin. This study is undertaken in the first ten addresses of the second cycle (24-33). John Paul clearly demonstrates that this analysis is necessary to understand the words of Christ which is the subject matter of the entire second cycle of the Theology of the Body: “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you, everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart.” In his teaching on adultery, Christ was speaking to the men and women of his day, to men and women who were the heirs of Adam and Eve. These men and women were the heirs of the original experiences and their meanings, but they were also the heirs to the experiences of nakedness, particularly the nakedness after sin which caused Adam and Eve to be ashamed. In order to understand what Christ meant by his teaching on adultery, the Pope argues that we must understand the state of those in his audience. But to come to know their state is to come to know our own because we, together with them, are the heirs of Adam and Eve’s sin.

Frequently, to understand a speaker’s intent it is necessary to understand the audience because a speaker will tailor his words to those who hear it. This is partially true with Christ’s words on adultery. However, since Christ directed his remarks to the interior dimensions of every person, it is even more vital to understand those dimensions to interpret Christ’s teachings properly. The Pope writes that “Christ shifts the essence of the problem [of adultery] to another dimension, when he says: ‘Every one who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart.’ (According to ancient translations: ‘has already made her an adultress in his heart,’ a formula which seems to be more exact). In this way, Christ appeals to the interior man.” Since Christ is talking about an internal act, “looking lustfully,” He is referencing what goes on inside the human person. But what goes on inside all of us is partly the result of sin. Adam and Eve’s first experiences of themselves after sin will reveal this internal state of all of us. These experiences will reveal the internal state of what the Pope calls, “historical man,” i.e., all human beings who suffer the effects of original sin (except for Mary and Christ who were free from sin). Therefore, the study of Adam and Eve’s nakedness after sin helps us to interpret Christ’s teachings.

The experiences of nakedness before and after sin are can be examined using the same tools as were used on the experiences of original solitude and unity. The experiences of nakedness are recorded subjectively in the second and third chapters of Genesis. The Pope does this analysis in the first ten addresses of the second cycle of the Theology of the Body (nos. 24-33). There follows a detailed analysis of Christ’s words about adultery, to look with lust, and adultery in the heart (nos. 34-43). This is followed by a few talks delineating Christ’s words from the ancient Manichean point of view and from the interpretation of the modern “masters of suspicion” who have a very pessimistic view of human nature (nos. 44-46). (It might seem from Christ words about “adultery in the heart” that he was attacking the human body and accusing everyone rather than holding out the hope of acting as we were created to act, i.e., to love in a self-giving way.) A reflection on ethics and eroticism leads the Pope to what he calls the “redemption of the body” (nos. 47-48). To participate in this “redemption of the body,” we all need to make an effort, with the help of Christ, to gain purity (nos. 49-59). This purity can be helped if the art world and the media cooperate. The second cycle of the Theology of the Body concludes with four addresses on the topic of the reproduction of the human body in art and the media (nos. 60-63.)

Using the tools of phenomenology, the Pope examines Adam and Eve’s experiences of nakedness in the first ten addresses of the second cycle of the Theology of the Body series. However, the remainder of the addresses in this second cycle are not a phenomenological analysis of experiential data as was the entire first cycle of the Theology of the Body. A large section is devoted to understanding exactly what Christ was trying to say (nos. 34-43, and even 44-46) and showing that Christ’s gentle teaching does not injure true spontaneous love (nos. 47-48). The remainder of the talks in this cycle show that Christ’s teaching is possible through the redemption of the body (which He offers all of us) and a modest effort on our part to achieve purity (nos. 49-59 and even 60-63).

In this second cycle of the Theology of the Body, the Pope relies heavily on the principle that every “historical man” has common experiences. These common experiences known by every one of us are clarified through Revelation, i.e., through the Word, who is Christ. Christ “who knows what is in every man” clarifies the common experience of sinful man. He can do this because He is God the Son Who reveals the mystery of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit in and through His visible humanity. In revealing the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, Christ reveals God. In revealing God, He shows every single person (who is created in the image and likeness of God) who he or she is and how he or she should act. Christ “reveals man to man himself” because as God He shows every human person (who is an image of God) who he or she is and how he or she should act. So, Christ knows what is “in man.” Therefore, his words touching on the deepest experiences of historical man clarify and explain those experiences. They are essential to the theology of the body.

In this chapter, we will discuss the analysis of the experiences of nakedness (nos. 24-33) and the examination of the words of Christ on adultery and adultery in the heart (nos. 34-46.) In the following chapter, the remainder of the second cycle will be considered (nos. 47-63).

I. Adam and Eve’s Experiences of Nakedness
Before Adam and Eve sinned, before the Fall (as it is known to theology), they were naked but not ashamed. After they sinned, “The eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized that they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made loincloths for themselves.” They then hid from God who they heard walking in the garden during the cool part of the day.

There are then two distinct results of sin reported in Genesis. First, they cover themselves. Second, they are fearful of God. In fact, Adam even tells God that “I heard you in the garden; but I was afraid, because I was naked, so I hid myself.” Both of these results of sin mark significant changes. Before the Fall, they were naked and were not ashamed, i.e., they did not cover themselves. Further, before the Fall, there was an easy and familiar relationship with God. Adam receives God’s command not to eat of the tree of knowledge of good and evil without protest or reaction.

When we are ashamed, fear is almost always present. But Adam and Eve’s fear was not only connected with their shame at their physical nakedness. “In all this, ‘nakedness’ has not solely a literal meaning, it does not refer only to the body. . . . Actually, through ‘nakedness,’ there is manifested man deprived of participation in the Gift, man alienated from that Love which had been the source of the original gift . . . .”
Adam and Eve sinned and experienced shame and fear. This shame and fear registered in their consciousness and is recorded on the pages of Genesis. But the true cause of Adam and Eve’s shame and fear transcends merely their physical nakedness. In fact, John Paul asks rhetorically, “What state of consciousness can be manifested in the words: ‘I was afraid, because I was naked, so I hid myself’.”
John Paul answers his own question by reminding his readers that before sin, Adam was able to know himself as a person in and through his human body. Adam’s solitude, his awareness that no other living body was like his own (until Eve was created), was the source of Adam’s knowledge that he was different than the animals, that he was a person. After the creation of Eve, the awareness of both Adam and Eve that their bodies were created so that they could join with one another was the source of their mutual understanding that they were each created for love, i.e., that they were created to love each other as God loved them. Through their consciousness of human solitude (as distinguished from the animals) and of unity, Adam and Eve came to know themselves as persons created for love. This knowledge came from Adam and Eve’s experiences of their own bodies—first knowing that their bodies were radically different from those of the animals and then knowing that their bodies as masculine and feminine were created for one another.

With Adam and Eve’s experience of nakedness after sin, an experience also founded on the body, their awareness of their own bodies was radically different from their previous awareness of their bodies. This altered consciousness of their own bodies testifies to a radical change in themselves. Adam and Eve’s experience of shame and fear is not merely shame and fear at their physical nakedness but it is shame and fear rooted in their new way of existing in the world—a way not intended for them by God “from the beginning.”
Adam and Eve were constituted as persons with bodies and asked to subdue the earth. The words of Adam, “I was afraid, because I was naked, so I hid myself,” seem “to express the awareness of being defenseless, and the sense of insecurity of his bodily structure before the process of nature.” In other words, before sin Adam and Eve were “in charge.” As persons, they were not subject to the natural processes, but nature was supposed to be subject to them. After sin, the original order had been reversed. Adam and Eve’s fear after sin was the natural reaction to their new situation: fear at what the processes of nature might do to them.

However, Adam and Eve’s consciousness of their shame and fear points to something more than a reversal of the original order of nature. “They sewed fig leaves together and made loincloths for themselves.” They hid their own bodies “to remove from man’s sight what is the visible sign of femininity, and from the woman’s sight what is the visible sign of masculinity.” In seeing one another naked after sin, they reacted in way that was contrary to their value systems. They each knew that the other was to be cherished and loved. However, after sin and observing each other without clothes, they experienced a reaction in the presence of the other which was contrary to the proper attitude they knew they should have towards one another. They were ashamed because their physical reactions spoke a language: the language of taking and using in a sexual way. This contrasted with the language of giving and receiving which their bodies had always previously (before sin) spoken. In short, they experienced lust and yet, they still knew that they should love, rather than use one another. Acting contrary to their value system, they were ashamed of themselves. They were also fearful that acting in this way would result in the loss of a value: the loss of the gift of the other because the other would be deeply offended at being considered an object of use. The loss of the other would have left both of them utterly alone and abandoned. Shame and fear at the reversal of the order of nature and at their reactions at seeing each other without clothes both testify to an different awareness or their bodies.

The Pope writes that Adam and Eve’s shame “reveals a specific difficulty of perceiving the human essentiality of one’s own body.” In a striking formulation of his thesis, the Pope writes that Adam and Eve’s experiences of their own bodies after sin reveals “a constitutive break with the human person, almost a rupture of man’s original spiritual and somatic unity. He realizes for the first time that his body has ceased drawing upon the power of the spirit . . . . His original shame bears within it the signs of a specific humiliation mediated by his body.” There is a fundamental change in the body/spirit unity of the human person. Adam and Eve know that this should not be and are ashamed of themselves because of the lack of unity within themselves. They are also ashamed at the results of this lack of unity: the lust they sometimes feel in the presence of the other and the lack of control over the natural order. Fear accompanies this shame because they know they are responsible (because of their own sin) for not having the body/spirit unity they previously had. This fear and shame testifies to what John Paul calls “an uneasiness of conscience” They are also fearful of how nature might harm them and fearful of losing the other: Adam losing Eve and Eve losing Adam.

The “constitutive break within the human person” was a loss of self-mastery and self-control. After sin, Adam and Eve did not control their own bodies “in the same way, with equal simplicity and ‘naturalness,’ as the man of original innocence did. The structure of self-mastery essential for the person, is, in a way, shaken to the very foundations in him.” If a person is constituted primarily by the powers of mind and will, of thinking and choosing, then in human persons, since the human body is to express and reveal the person, the mind and will must be the dominant powers. The mind and will must have a mastery and a control over the body. When God created Adam and Eve, they enjoyed this self-mastery. Their minds and wills had the capability of orchestrating their bodily powers so that their bodies infallibly and always expressed what they knew and chose. The break in the human person after sin lies precisely in the lack of control the mind and will have over the body.

We all have experiences of this “break” in ourselves. We all know that we might decide to eat only a few potato chips, or one candy bar, and we often find ourselves eating more then we had decided. We often hear ourselves say, “I changed my mind.” What happened was that the desires of the body stimulated by the food, pressed the mind and the will. Weakened as they are by original sin, the mind and will often “give in.” We think to ourselves, “One more won’t hurt me,” and then choose in our wills to eat another one. We alter our choice—we change our minds—because of the press of the bodily desires on our minds and wills. The author of the Epistle to the Romans references the lack of self-mastery in all of us (except the Blessed Virgin and Christ) when he writes that “I see in my members another principle at war with the law of my mind, taking me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members.” This scenario did not happen to Adam and Eve before sin because they enjoyed a self-mastery of themselves. Their minds and wills always orchestrated their bodily powers, not the other way around.

Adam and Eve’s shame after sin points to a reality which shakes “the very foundations of their existence.” But it is not just their existence which is shaken to the foundations. It is every human being who is the heir of Adam and Eve’s sin—the entire human race except for Mary and Christ. We all suffer the “constitutive break within the human person.” We all lack the self-mastery which we are supposed to have. Adam and Eve’s awareness of their experiences reveals to them what has happened to them. But since we all share in the effects of original sin, their awareness of their experiences recorded in the pages of Genesis also reveals to us our own situation. John Paul’s examination of Adam and Eve’s consciousness is not merely an exercise in biblical analysis. It is undertaken to illuminate the situation of every single human person subject to original sin and its effects.

We experience the “constitutive break” within ourselves which leads us away from acting as we should. We experience the hostility of nature and with that comes fear, at least at times, that the forces of nature will harm us. (Since we are so accustomed to the reversal of the original order of the human relationship to nature, most of us are probably not regularly “ashamed” of this. Nevertheless, there are occasions when we do feel a certain shame-like frustration when we are unable to orchestrate nature the way we wish, e.g., when the weather is ugly for a planned outdoor party.) We certainly experience the lust of the flesh in sexual ways and the fear which accompanies this lust.

The “constitutive break within the human person,” the result of original sin, has marred our ability to love as we should, i.e., to give ourselves selflessly in and through our bodies in marriage. As the Pope writes, after sin, the capacity to express authentic love in and through the human body “has been shattered.” It is as if the human body “in its masculinity and femininity no longer constituted the ‘trustworthy’ substratum of the communion of persons, as if its original function were ‘called in question’ in the consciousness of man and woman.”
It is important to note that the Pope writes that it is in the consciousness of Adam and Eve that the original meaning of the body is called into question. The experience of lust has led Adam and Eve to the self-awareness that their bodies are now different, that their bodies speak a different and an inappropriate language, i.e., inappropriate to human dignity. This new self-awareness changes their appreciation of their own bodies and in turn changes the way they relate to one another in and through their bodies. Before sin, they were aware that their bodies as masculine and feminine were created so that they could give themselves to each other. After sin, this self-awareness of masculinity and femininity changed. The Pope teaches that they saw their physical differences, not as a sign and means for their mutual self-donation to one another, but rather as a sign and means of opposition, of confrontation. The Pope goes so far as to say that the sexual differences between Adam and Eve now became an “obstacle” in the personal relationship between man and woman.

This is obvious if we understand what the original unity of man and woman was and what sin did. In original unity before sin, Adam and Eve each expressed through their bodies and total self-donation to the other. They gave themselves freely and without reservation almost without thinking about it. With nothing held back and with nothing “taken” from the other. Theirs was pure gift. After sin, lust caused them to see each other as purely sexual beings. They saw in each other the chance to benefit (through sexual pleasure) from the other. This changed how they each appreciated their own bodies and they each thought of the other’s body. In turn, their consciousness of the other as a means of gratification changed their self-gift into something different. The communion of persons, founded on gift and self-donation, no longer existed because they no longer loved each other, i.e., no longer perceived the other as a gift—but rather perceived the other as an object of self-gratification, as some “thing” to be taken. This perception destroyed their communion of persons and turned their relationship into something unworthy of the human person. In addition to seeing each other as objects to be taken, each of them now was threatened by the other because to be “taken” is offensive to the human person. Even after sin, Adam and Eve retained some semblance of their own dignity and value. They knew that they were not mere things to be taken by another. To be perceived as a thing to be taken created a lack of trust between them. As the Pope writes, “Hence the necessity of hiding before the ‘other’ with one’s own body, with what determines one’s own femininity-masculinity. This necessity proves the fundamental lack of trust, which in itself, indicates the collapse of the original relationship ‘of communion’.”
In addition to their sense of self-worth (through which they knew that they should not be regarded as mere objects to be “taken”), Adam and Eve after sin retained a longing to achieve the unity which they had experienced in the state of original innocence. Along with their sense of their own self-worth they retained the almost unquenchable and deep-seated longing for a loving union. So, the woman’s desire will be for her husband, i.e., she will long for that unity which is now almost unachievable, the unity which existed in the state of original innocence. The husband will also long to receive his wife and in turn give himself to her. But this longing will often turn to domination. The husband will often “take” her as an object and even settle for this “taking” as a counterfeit, a very poor substitute, for receiving her loving self-donation. She, in turn, sometimes will allow herself to be taken, as a counterfeit of true love. But if he takes her as a thing, then in the mystery of their union, he also becomes an object for her. “If man in his relationship with woman considers her only as an object to gain possession of and not as a gift, he condemns himself thereby to become also for her only an object of appropriation, and not a gift.” Their union is reduced to one unworthy of human personhood!

In the state of innocence, Adam and Eve knew that they were to make a self-donation to one another because they understood that their bodies were the sign and the means of that gift. They understood the nuptial meaning of their bodies. This original awareness changed with sin and lust. Lust limits “the nuptial meaning of the body itself, in which man and woman participated in the state of original innocence. When we speak of the nuptial meaning of the body, we refer in the first place to the full awareness of the human being, but we also include all actual experience of the body in its masculinity and femininity, and, in any case, the constant predisposition to this experience.” Their awareness of themselves and each of their acts of union were different after sin. The meaning of their bodies has changed for them and thus the nuptial meaning of the body is limited. It has been “driven back to another plane,” i.e., from the plane of self-gift to the plane to the plane of possession. “The human body in its masculinity and femininity has almost lost the capacity of expressing” love.

Even so, “the nuptial meaning of the body has not become completely suffocated by concupiscence, but only habitually threatened.” As the Pope writes, the human heart has become the focal point of the struggle between love and lust. Lust interferes with love because it inhibits the freedom necessary to love. If a person is “compelled” by the desires of the flesh, by lust, towards a physical union with another person (even one’s spouse), this is hardly love because love is a completely free self-donation, chosen by the person in his or her free will. “Concupiscence entails the loss of the interior freedom of the gift. The [unlimited] nuptial meaning of the body is connected precisely with this freedom.” Love is still possible if a person can freely choose to make a self-donation to the one loved. But this requires control or self-mastery which is difficult. Precisely it is this self-mastery which Christ has in mind in his comments regarding lust.

II. Christ’s Appeal to the Human Heart
Christ’s words: “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you, everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart:” are addressed to “historical” man, to human beings subject to the “constitutive break within the human person” caused by sin. Further, these words of Christ, with their emphasis and “adultery in the heart,” are an appeal to the interior man. “Adultery in the heart” is an interior act. Christ shifts the focus of morality from external laws and precepts to the source of human acts, to the interior man. Christ is asking each one of us to internalize his teaching so that proper behavior springs from within each of us. We do not commit adultery not just because there is a law against it, but because the value (the norm) of not committing adultery springs from within each of is, i.e., from the internal perception that to commit adultery is to violate a deeply held personal appreciation of the dignity of the human person. “A living morality, in the existential sense, is not formed only by the norms that invest the form of the commandments, precepts, and prohibitions, as in the case of ‘you shall not commit adultery.’ The morality in which there is realized the very meaning of being a man . . . is formed in the interior perception of values, from which there springs duty as the expression of conscience, as the response of one’s own personal ‘ego’.”
The paradox here is obvious. Christ is addressing human beings wounded by the “constitutive break” within them. As John Paul has explained, this “break” occurred “in” each of us and is perceived interiorly. Christ addresses the interior person and teaches that this “break” within each of us must be overcome by interiorly accepting norms of behavior appropriate to the state of original innocence and then acting on those norms. Not only does Christ identify the problem with absolute accuracy, he identifies precisely where the problem is: in the interior acceptance of the situation caused by sin, i.e., in accepting the notion that it is proper to live the nuptial meaning of the body only in a limited way.

In fact, this notion was enshrined in law in the Old Testament. When the Pharisees questioned Christ about the provisions of divorce in the law of Moses, Christ referred to the Pharisees’s “hardness of heart. This “hardness of heart” is precisely the notion that the effects of sin, the “break” within the human person, means that it is not necessary to strive to act according to the values known through the original experiences in the state of innocence. In the reference to “hardness of heart,” Christ “accuses, so to speak, the whole ‘interior subject’ who is responsible for the distortion of the [Old Testament] Law.” Not only were individuals permitting themselves to accept values inconsistent with the full truth of human dignity (revealed in the original experiences in the state of innocence), but these limited values were actually written into the law of whole societies! Not acquiescing in this situation, Christ asks the Pharisees (and us) to overcome the “break” within us, to re-interiorize the values present in the state of original innocence, and then live accordingly.

Still, it is necessary to be accurate about what Christ is asking us to do. In the Sermon on the Mount, the text on adultery has three parts. First, there is adultery, itself. Second, there is the element of “looking with lust.” Third, there is “adultery in the heart.” The Pope analyzes each of these phrases in light of the Old Testament tradition (the tradition known to Christ’s hearers) and in light of the “constitutive break within the human person.”
In the Jewish law of the Old Testament, adultery consisted of possessing another man’s wife. David was guilty of adultery with Bathsheba because Bathsheba was the wife of Uriah the Hittite. David had many wives, but polygamy was not contrary to the law.

Adultery, the “violation of man’s right of possession regarding each woman who may be his own legal wife (usually one among many),” was against the law. On the other hand, the prophets of the Old Testament use the spousal analogy to explain the relationship between the Chosen People and God. The prophets describe the Chosen People as committing adultery against God, as a wife might commit adultery by leaving her husband and clinging to another, when they abandon God and worship the false gods of their neighbors. This is adultery not because God “possesses” the Chosen People, but because they have abandoned their love for God, i.e., they have abandoned their “communion” with God to which they are committed by the oft-repeated Old Testament covenants between God and His people. Both the legal and the prophetic traditions of the Old Testament would have been known to the members of Christ’s audience. However, the prophetic concept of the communion of two people in marriage (as illustrated by the conceit of God’s marriage to the Chosen People) is much closer to the content of Christ’s teaching. According to the prophets, “Adultery is a sin because it constitutes the breakdown of the personal covenant between the man and the woman.” This is the sense in which Christ speaks of adultery in his famous statement: “everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”
When Christ speaks about “looking with lust,” he is speaking “in the context of human experience.” He is referencing “the experience and the conscience of the man of every time and place” because every single human being after Adam and Eve (except, of course, for Mary and Christ) carries with him or her the original experiences, including that of nakedness after sin. We all have experienced what Adam and Eve experienced when they were naked before one another and were ashamed. Christ does not need to explain lust because it is part of all of our lives and because, for his listeners, descriptions are not lacking in the Old Testament.

In an incredibly clear statement (one that emphasizes how everything we experience is “charged” with a positive or negative value), the Pope observes that lust “indicates an experience of value to the body, in which its ‘nuptial’ significance ceases to be that, just because of concupiscience.” In looking lustfully, the body of the other is “charged” with a value which eliminates its true value in the experience of the one looking lustfully. Through the “look,” the body of the other person suffers the loss (in the mind of the one looking) of its matrimonial significance. The nuptial meaning of the other’s body is separated from that person. Lust reduces the value of the other person to only one characteristic, the sexual one. The mutual attraction between the masculine and the feminine, established by God when he created us male and female, is founded on the mystery of human personhood. It is founded on a whole host of personal characteristics and values as expressed by each individual person either through his masculinity or her femininity. The lustful look reduces the mutual attraction to one value: sex. “It is one thing to be conscious that the value of sex is a part of all the rich storehouse of values with which the female appears to the man. It is another to reduce all the personal riches of femininity to that single value.” This reduction of the other is what it means to “look with lust.” Christ equates this “looking” to “adultery in the heart.”
But, as John Paul notes, this is not “in the heart” until there is a choice, a decision, to embrace this reduction of the other person to one value. With that choice, that decision, the individual who “looks with lust” has decided that the object of his look exists in a different way for him. He has subjectively embraced an altered reality (altered from the way things actually are). This decision becomes part of who he is. It shapes him into existing in a certain altered relationship with the one who is the object of his look. He has shaped or determined himself in a certain way by this decision and he has, in his mind, altered the way the object of his look exists.

All this rests on the principle, oft repeated in the Pope’s works, that we become what we do. By repeatedly doing certain things, we come what we do. Those who play the piano, gradually shape themselves into piano players (although, not necessarily accomplished piano players). Similarly, those who cook, become cooks. Our decisions and choices determine who we are. Free will allows us to make choices which, in turn, allows us to determine who we are. When we make decisions contrary to reality, we shape ourselves into people who live in a world determined by ourselves, not by the way things are. When we look lustfully, we are trying to re-create the world in our own image, i.e., we are trying to change the way others exist and the way we exist in relation to them. This, then, is “adultery in the heart.”
In order to make this point as clear as possible, the Pope devotes some lines to the possibility of a husband looking at his wife in a lustful way, or vice-versa. This is also “adultery in the heart.” Although adultery is defined legally as participating in a sexual union with someone who is not one’s spouse, “adultery in the heart,” as defined by Christ, is to reduce another to a mere object that satisfies one’s desire, namely lust. In this sense, husbands and wives can commit adultery with one another. When they do, they alter the fundamental significance of each other and the way they both exist for one another. This alteration of their true significance, or, as the Pope has put it, the separation of the nuptial meaning of their bodies from their persons, has devastating consequences for all of humanity because “the future of humanity passes by way of the family.” “Human life, by its nature, is ‘coeducative’ and its dignity, its balance, depend at every moment of history and at every point of geographical longitude and latitude, on ‘who’ she will be for him, and he for her.” If human persons do not see the full dignity and value of each other, especially in the heart of the family, then the worth and value of each one of us, and of all future generations is threatened. “Adultery in the heart,” the reduction, with a look, of the other to an object for me, distorting the actual way the other exists in reality, has profound consequences which threaten the very existence of humanity on the earth. Christ warns us of this danger because he knows “what was in man.”
III. Manicheans and the Masters of Suspicion
Christ’s warning could be interpreted as an accusation against all “historical” men and women, i.e., all men and women effected by original sin. The Pope specifically asks this question: “Is the heart accused?” by Christ’s words. The Pope also asks himself what the person who accepts Christ’s words should do; how should such a person act. In other words, how are Christ’s words binding on the interior person, on the hearts of each of us, and then how are these interior attitudes of the heart translated into appropriate action.

Since each of us is a completely free agent, we each act according to our own insights and values. Christ’s words need to be interiorized and become part of the value system of each one of us. Then, we strive to act according to those values. This is what John Paul II calls the process of the “interpenetration of ethos [the values Christ taught] and praxis [our acts which follow on the interiorization of Christ’s teachings]. This process, which continually goes on in the hearts of each one of us as we enter into a dialogue with Christ and face different situations almost on a daily basis, is for the most part private and hidden within each person. Still, intellectuals have written about their reaction to Christ’s words. They have made public their encounter and dialogue with Christ. The Pope calls these reflections the echo of Christ’s words.

One such echo was the Manichean interpretation which held that it was not just lust which was condemned, but the object of lust, the human body in its masculinity and femininity. It is not the lustful look which is evil revealing an attitude of the heart, it is the object of the lustful look. The evil was transferred in the Manichean view from the interior attitude to the object looked at. This transference is common in many areas of human endeavor. For example, some have suggested that if people drink alcoholic beverages to excess, it is not those who drink who are committing an evil. Rather, the alcoholic beverages themselves are evil. Similarly, some would say that guns are evil in themselves because they are used to kill people. In this view, it is not the one who kills who is acting improperly, it is the object, the weapon, he or she uses which is evil: the gun. All these are examples of transferring the evil of an act from within a person to the exterior object. In the case of the Manichean interpretation of Christ’s words, it is the human body itself which is evil. As the Pope writes, this is a terrible distortion of Christ’s meaning.

Christ’s words on adultery and adultery in the heart, far from being a condemnation of the body, are “the affirmation of the body as an element which, together with the spirit, determines man’s ontological subjectivity and shares in his dignity as a person.” A Manichean attitude would lead to a “annihilation of the body,” as an evil. Christ is appealing to all people to realize the incredible value and dignity of the human body as the expression of the human person and the means of expressing a profound personal union of love. In the “Manichean mentality, the body and sexuality constitute, so to speak, an anti-value,” for Christianity, on the contrary, they remain a ‘value not sufficiently appreciated’.”
The Pope goes on to remark that not only are Christ words not a condemnation of the body, they are not even a condemnation of the human heart. Rather, Christ is appealing to the human heart. He is asking each of us not to submit to the temptations of lust. “The appeal to master the lust of the flesh springs precisely from the affirmation of the personal dignity of the body and of sex, and serves only this dignity.”
John Paul next argues that Christ’s words are indeed an appeal and not an accusation of the human heart as in the case of those he calls the “masters of suspicion:” Freud, Marx, and Nietzsche. These three men discovered, argues John Paul, the triple forms of lust mentioned in Scripture. Freud discovered in humanity the lust of the flesh. Marx discovered what the Bible calls the lust of the eyes, the lust for wealth and things. Nietzsche discovered in humanity what the Bible calls the pride of life, the lust to make oneself into an all-powerful being. It is an excessive self-love which shuts out everyone else. Freud, Marx, and Nietzsche accused humanity of these forms of lust, but offered no solution, no way to overcome these weaknesses. Thus, we are left with the accusation and nothing else.

Christ also identifies these forms of lust, particularly that of the lust of the flesh. But He does not stop with the accusation. At the same time that He warns us not to look lustfully, He appeals to each of us to live in accordance with the original plan manifested so wondrously in Genesis before sin. He calls us to re-affirm the dignity of the human body in the miraculous differences of masculinity and femininity. Christ makes this appeal, and it is an effective one, because simultaneously with the appeal, Christ gives us the means of answering the appeal: the Redemption and the grace flowing from it.

“Redemption is a truth, a reality, in the name of which man must feel called, and ‘called with efficacy’.” Called to what? Called “to rediscover, nay more, to realize the nuptial meaning of the body and to express in this way the interior freedom of the gift.”
No better conclusion to this article could be given than the words of Pope John Paul II as the conclusion of his forty-sixth address in the Theology of the Body series:

The appeal contained in Christ’s words in the Sermon on the Mount cannot be an act detached from the context of concrete existence. It always means—though only in the dimension of the act to which it refers—the rediscovery of THE MEANING OF THE WHOLE OF EXISTENCE, OF THE MEANING OF LIFE, in which there is contained also that meaning of the body which here we call ‘nuptial.’ . . . These words [Christ’s words] reveal not only another ethos, but also another vision of man’s possibilities. It is important that he, precisely in his ‘heart,’ should not only feel irrevocably accused and given as prey to the lust of the flesh, but that he should feel forcefully called in this same heart. Called precisely to that supreme value that is love. Called as a person in the truth of his masculinity and femininity, in the truth of the body. Called in that truth which has been his heritage ‘from the beginning,’ the heritage of his heart, which is deeper than the sinfulness inherited, deeper than lust in its three forms. The words of Christ, set in the whole reality of creation and redemption, reactivate that deeper heritage and give it real power in man’s life.
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Chapter 4 The Redemption of the Body

Ethos and Eros
Redemption of the Body
The Human Body in Art
In the first cycle of the Theology of the Body (nos. 1-23) John Paul II applied the phenomenological method to the study of the first experiences (solitude and original unity) of the human race experienced by Adam (humanity) and then by both Adam and Eve. In nos. 24-33 of the second cycle (nos. 24-63), John Paul analyzes Adam and Eve’s experience of nakedness, especially their nakedness after sin. In nos. 34-43, the Pope considers Christ’s words about adultery, looking with lust, and adultery in the heart. In nos. 44-46, John Paul distinguishes Christ’s teachings from the ancient Manichean point of view and from the interpretation of the modern “masters of suspicion.” We have considered the remarks of Pope John Paul II on these topics in the previous three chapters.

In this chapter, we will examine John Paul’s teaching in nos. 47-63. These addresses can be divided into three distinct segments, although they are part of the expansive second cycle (nos. 24-63). The first two addresses, nos. 47-48, take up the question of the relationship between the ethical (ethos) and the erotic (eros). This discussion includes a consideration of spontaneous love between a man and a woman. In nos. 49-59, the Pope uses a phrase from St. Paul, the “redemption of the body,” and demonstrates how Christ’s appeal in his teaching on adultery is made concretely possible in the human heart. The second cycle concludes with four addresses (nos. 60-63) on the portrayal of the human body in art.

I. Ethos and Eros
In the last chapter, the point was made that Christ does not merely “accuse” the human heart of inclining to act contrary to human dignity, contrary to the values revealed in the original experiences in the state of innocence. Rather than just hurling an accusation, Christ calls us to rediscover those values, to re-interiorize them, and then to live accordingly. But it is almost impossible for “historical man,” i.e., for all of us wounded by original sin, to live as though we were not wounded. Still, this is precisely what Christ asks us to do. But the Lord does not only make the appeal. Simultaneously with the appeal, Christ gives us the means of answering and fulfilling it: the Redemption and the grace flowing from it. “Redemption is a truth, a reality, in the name of which man must feel called, and ‘called with efficacy’.” Called to what? Called “to rediscover, nay more, to realize the nuptial meaning of the body and to express in this way the interior freedom of the gift.” With Christ’s help, we can live according to the values of human dignity: we can love as we should and appreciate the great dignity and value of ourselves and others in the mystery of the human body-person unity.

However, if spouses realize “the nuptial meaning of the body” and express the interior freedom of their gift to one another, it seems that they must sacrifice spontaneity and what is usually called erotic love. Erotic love in common speech connotes the bodily and emotional attraction of a man to a woman and a woman to a man. As such, erotic love can be equated with lust. Since Christ condemns lust, then He must also have condemned erotic love. Christ’s judgment against lust would also be a “negative judgment about what is ‘erotic’ and, addressed to the human heart, would constitute at the same time a severe warning against ‘eros’.” In other words, it would seem that in following Christ’s appeal, spouses give up all that is pleasurable, romantic, and stimulating in their relationship.

However, Plato defined “eros” as an interior force that attracts man towards what is true, good and beautiful. A lustful attraction of a man to a woman or a woman to a man is a reduction and even denial of what is truly good, and beautiful in the other. Lust focuses on one value and misses the depth and breadth of what God has implanted in every human being. Therefore, lust is a reduction of another human being to one value. The one lusting misses the forest for the trees, so to speak. And what is worse, to continue the analogy, the one lusting wants to take the tree for his or her own use. In other words, the one lusting wants to acquire the one value that he or she does see, the sexual value, by taking and using it. Lust not only reduces the other to one value, it also makes of the other a thing to be used. “Eros,” as defined by Plato, is an attraction to the entire constellation of goods present in the other and a profound desire to treat the other in accordance with the dignity and value which those goods together constitute. Christ’s appeal, far from denying erotic love, is an appeal to act in accordance with true eroticism, i.e., to be attracted to the fullness of values present in the other person. “The form of what is ‘erotic’ should be at the same time the form of ‘ethos,’ that is, of what is ‘ethical’.”
John Paul summarizes his point very well when he writes: “It is necessary continually to rediscover in what is ‘erotic’ the nuptial meaning of the body and the true dignity of the gift. This is the role of the human spirit, a role of an ethical nature. If it does not assume this role, the very attraction of the senses and the passion of the body may stop at mere lust devoid of ethical value, and man, male and female, does not experience that fullness of ‘eros,’ which means the aspiration of the human spirit towards what is true, good and beautiful. . . . It is indispensable, therefore, that ethos should become the constituent form of eros.”
The problem with this notion, however, as the Pope notes, is that ethical values require thought and consideration. Such thought and consideration seems opposed to spontaneity—to letting oneself be led by impulse--rather than by thought and reflection. However, in viewing the matter this way, there is a misunderstanding of spontaneity. John Paul teaches that the only spontaneity worthy of human persons is that which springs from what he calls an “adequate hierarchy,” i.e., it is a spontaneity not resulting from mere passion and emotion, but from free will inspired by the knowledge of one’s own dignity and that of the other. “It is precisely at the price of self control that man reaches that deeper and more mature spontaneity with which his ‘heart,’ mastering his instincts, rediscovers the spiritual beauty of the sign constituted by the human body in its masculinity and femininity. . . . The human heart becomes a participant, so to speak, in another spontaneity of which ‘carnal man’ knows nothing or very little.”
True spontaneous love always involves the recognition of one’s own dignity and that of the other. It involves an awareness of the nuptial meaning of the body and choices to act in accordance with that meaning. We each need to become what the Pope calls “interior” persons so that we will always conform our external acts to the interior demands of our awareness of the nuptial meaning of the human body. We need to be like “guardians” watching over a hidden spring, discerning which moves of that spring are consistent with human dignity and the nuptial meaning of the body and which are not. This discernment process gradually becomes a consistent pattern which in time becomes almost second nature. Once this happens, then there can be a true spontaneity which is the result not just of passion and emotion, but a spontaneity from within based on one’s own appreciation of human dignity and the nuptial meaning of the body.

The sexual attraction is unbelievably strengthened and deepened when it springs not just from passion and emotion, but from “the total expression of femininity and masculinity.” This truth partially explains how couples, long married and aging, are more deeply in love than they were on the day of their marriage even though others seeing such a couple cannot understand how they could possibly by physically attracted to one another any more. When our interior awareness and choices are in accordance with the nuptial meaning of the body and this attitude has become almost second nature, we are capable of an incredible spontaneous love which gives unbelievable joy and pleasure to ourselves and those we love. Of course, sin sometimes intervenes, but through the help of Christ’s grace, we can achieve this loving spontaneity which the Pope holds out before us.

II. Redemption of the Body
But this true spontaneous love demands a self-mastery which Christ offers through the Redemption. Self-mastery allows the “innermost layers of his [man’s] potentiality [to] acquire a voice, layers which the lust of the flesh, so to speak, would not permit to show themselves.” Self-mastery means that we are able to give ourselves to another. Through self-mastery we are able to choose our own acts independent of the passions and emotions which sometimes rage within us. This self-mastery frees us from any compulsion to follow the desires of the flesh. And therefore, we are able to appreciate the true value of the other, not just the value that sometimes our passion and emotions are drawn towards (what the Pope has previously called the reduction of the other to one value, namely the sexual one). In recognizing the true value of the other, we appreciate our own value in a new way and we are free to respond to these human values in the only appropriate way, i.e., with love.

Self-mastery is an interior capacity which is capable of directing the passions and emotions of the body instead of being directed by them. Although this self-mastery has the body, the flesh, as its object, it remains an interior capacity—a power which allows each of us to direct our own actions in the appropriate way. Lacking this self-mastery, we are directed by our emotions and passions. If we are directed by our emotions and passions, then these influence or even “take over” our minds and wills.

The virtue of purity allows us to attain the appropriate self-mastery which, in turn, yields an interior freedom. Christ illustrates this point very well when He speaks of “adultery in the heart.” “When Christ, explaining the correct meaning of the commandment ‘You shall not commit adultery,’ appealed to the interior man, he specified at the same time the fundamental dimension of purity that marks the mutual relations between man and woman both in marriage and outside it. The words: ‘But I say to you that every one who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart’ (Mt 5:27-28), express what is opposed to purity. At the same time, these words demand the purity which in the Sermon on the Mount, is included in the list of beatitudes: ‘Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God’ . . . Christ sees in the heart, in man’s inner self, the source of purity.”
The self-mastery attained through purity results in freedom and yields one set of actions “from the heart” and the lack of that freedom because of a lack of self-mastery yields a different set of actions “from the heart.” However, Christ also uses purity to mean more than just the absence of sexual sins. Purity can mean the absence of all “dirt,” of all sin, and the source of all moral good. So Christ can say that “the things that come out of the mouth come from the heart, and they defile. For from the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, unchastity, theft, false witness, blasphemy.” Purity of heart results in the opposite of these acts: affirming the dignity of life, life-long permanence and fidelity in marriage, chastity, respecting people’s property, respecting the reputation of people, and affirming the one true God and not false gods.

St. Paul also uses purity in the general sense. He contrasts the flesh and the Spirit: “For the flesh has desires against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh.” Flesh in the Pauline letters is opposed “not only and not so much to the human ‘spirit’ as to the Holy Spirit who works in man’s soul (spirit).” The works of the flesh according to St. Paul are: “immorality, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, hatreds, rivalry, jealousy, outbursts of fury, acts of selfishness, dissensions, factions, occasions of envy, drinking bouts, orgies, and the like.” On the other hand, “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.” St. Paul’s list of the sins of the flesh is very similar to Christ’s list of sins which defile: “The things that come out of the mouth come from the heart, and they defile. For from the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, unchastity, theft, false witness, blasphemy.” All the works of the flesh defile, i.e., are opposed to purity. All the works of the spirit, i.e., the Holy Spirit, are pure. Purity does not only designate chastity and the absence of sexual sins, but the absence of all sins which “defile.”
Purity is also equated with life. “For if you live according to the flesh, you will die, but if by the spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.” There is a contrast here between death of the body and moral death, the death resulting from sin. Death of the body (of the desires of the flesh) leads to true life, life according to the Holy Spirit, life in the Kingdom of God. Giving in to the desires of the body, i.e., letting the desires of the body live and rule, leads to true death, the death which denies us any participation in the Kingdom of God.

Purity results in true freedom. Freedom is very important in St. Paul because freedom from compulsion, either interior (the desires of the flesh) or exterior (the Law of the old covenant) gives us the power to love and the entire Gospel message is fulfilled in love: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” St. Paul contrasts, self-mastery, purity, freedom, life according to the Spirit, love, and life in the Kingdom of God, on the one hand, with a lack of control, defilement, a lack of freedom, life according to the flesh, an absence of love, and spiritual death, i.e., exclusion from the Kingdom of God. Put in this fashion, the choice for all of us seems obvious.

It is very important to note that the Lord and St. Paul are not intending to suggest that there is a fundamental conflict between human flesh and the human soul imbedded in all human persons from the beginning. It is not what Andrew Marvell suggested in his wonderful poem, “A Dialogue Between the Soul and Body,” that the soul is enslaved by the flesh and the body is ruled by a tyrannical soul. As the Pope writes, “It is not a question here only of the body (matter) and of the spirit (soul) as of two essentially different anthropological elements which constitute from the ‘beginning’ the very essence of man. But that disposition of forces formed in man with original sin, in which every ‘historical’ man participates, is presupposed.” The clearest statement of this problem in Scripture is probably from the author of Romans: “I do not do the good I want, but I do the evil I do not want.”
But we can win this struggle within each of us through the power of the Holy Spirit. We can choose the good, the holy, by “an effort of the will, the fruit of the human spirit permeated by the Spirit of God. . . . . In this struggle between good and evil [between the desires of the flesh, on the one hand, and the requirements of purity, self-mastery, and true freedom, on the other] man proves himself stronger through the power of the Holy Spirit.”
The understanding of freedom portrayed in St. Paul’s works and implicit in Christ’s teaching is not the common understanding of freedom prevalent today. Most people would regard freedom as the right to do what one pleases. For most people, freedom means an absence of any constraint—the right to do as one pleases at any particular time. In this view, freedom means the right to follow any impulse at all, including those of the flesh. St. Paul addresses this notion of freedom when he writes: “For you were called for freedom, brothers. But do not use this freedom as an opportunity for the flesh; rather, serve one another through love.” By giving in to the flesh, i.e., by living according to the flesh, we allow our freedom to be “taken over” by our passions and emotions. We are no longer free in the sense that we direct our passions and emotions, rather they direct us. They constitute, in effect, an interior compulsion which deprives us of true freedom. If we cannot say “No,” our “Yes” does not mean anything.

In Mozart’s famous opera, Don Giovanni, Don Giovanni declares his freedom to do what he pleases. However, this freedom translates into murder, fornication, adultery, lying, and eventually physical death, as well as spiritual death (the unrepentant libertine descends at the very end of the opera into the fiery pit of hell). The great composer contrasts Don Giovanni’s claim of freedom with the actual situation: Don Giovanni is chained by his passions and in effect, after a long life of following those passions, is subject to them even when, one suspects, he would rather not follow them. He has not the strength to ignore his passions and so he is not free and his “Yes” is meaningless.

True freedom does not exist without self-mastery. Freedom requires that we be free of any interior compulsion. Self-mastery enables us to free ourselves from any compulsion arising out of our passions and emotions. We are able to act in accordance with truth and love, i.e., according to what we know in our minds and choose in our wills. We are able to act in freedom. Our bodies are supposed to speak the language of personhood. They only do this when they express and manifest what we know and choose because our power to know (the mind) and our power to choose (the will) are the capacities which make us persons. Our bodies can only manifest what we know and choose if we are free from any compulsion arising out of passion or emotion.

As we have said, true freedom is the result of purity. St. Paul teaches that purity “is manifested in the fact that man ‘knows how to control his own body in holiness and honor, not in the passion of lust’.” “Control” clearly indicates a capacity, a power, not to give in to lust or unchaste acts. In traditional Catholic theological language, this means that purity is a virtue which has as its purpose a negative goal: the control of lustful desires. But it also leads to “holiness and honor” for the body. As the Pope writes, “It can consequently be admitted that control of one’s body . . . ‘in holiness and honor’ confers adequate meaning and value on that abstention.” In other words, purity allows us to hold our bodies in holiness and honor—the holiness and honor which God gave the human body when He first created Adam and Eve. Therefore, purity should not be seen as something simply negative, but as a virtue which is essential if the nuptial meaning of the body and the dignity of the human person, body and soul, is to be recognized and acknowledged.

It should be noted that the holiness and honor of the body is the meaning (the value) given it by God in Creation. This meaning must be recognized and acknowledged by all human persons, not only for themselves, but also for all other human beings. The recognition of the true value of the body occurs in the mind, a spiritual (non-material) power of human persons. It is clear, then, that the holiness and honor due the human body because of the way God made it, is recognized and acknowledged through the interior powers of human persons and specifically, through the virtue of purity.

Achieved through purity, the recognition and acknowledgement of human dignity in the body-soul unity of the human person, is concretely expressed in and through the body. St. Paul writes: “The parts of the body that seem to be weaker are all the more necessary, and those parts of the body that we consider less honorable we surround with greater honor, and our less presentable parts are treated with greater propriety.” As the Pope writes, “There are in the human body ‘unpresentable parts’ not because of their ‘somatic nature’ . . . but only and exclusively because there exists in man himself that shame which perceives some parts of the body as ‘unpresentable’ and causes them to be considered such.” The shame we (all of us who suffer from original sin and its effects) feel is the result of the discord in the body caused by original sin—what the Pope called earlier the “constitutive break with the human person, almost a rupture of man’s original spiritual and somatic unity.” The shame resulting from the discord in the human body, its “constitutive break,” has a twofold effect. The shame points to a realization of a specific lack, the lack of a certain value, namely that, the human body should express the human person and after sin it generally does not. At the same time, shame aims at preserving that same value. Shame is not a pleasant feeling and so we try to rid ourselves of the cause of shame. In the case of the body, we try to recover what was lost. This is done in part through the virtue of purity which is expressed in the body by a certain modesty, i.e., by granting honor to the “less presentable parts of the body” by covering them.

The opposite of honoring the body is sinning against it. “Avoid immorality. Every other sin a person commits is outside the body, but the immoral person sins against his own body.” Sexual immorality, i.e., carnal sins, “bring with them ‘profanation’ of the body: they deprive the man’s or woman’s body of the honor due to it because of the dignity of the person.” This dignity of the body rests not only on God’s act of Creation, but also on the Incarnation. When Christ took on human nature, including a human body, he made human nature (including the human body) worthy of the divine. “Human nature, by the very fact that is was assumed, not absorbed, in him [Christ], has been raised in us also to a dignity beyond compare. For, by his Incarnation, he, the son of God, in a certain way united himself with each man.”
Even more to the point, we not only dishonor our own body in committing sexual sins. We also dishonor the Holy Spirit. The virtue of purity is a gift of the Holy Spirit. If we have this gift, the Holy Spirit dwells within us. “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the holy Spirit within you, whom you have from God, and that you are not your own?” By sinning against our bodies, we sin against the temple of the Holy Spirit. We also sin against our own dignity, given when God created us, and enhanced by the Incarnation.

The realization and acknowledgement of the body, created by God, worthy of union with God Himself in the Incarnation, and as the temple of the Holy Spirit, is aided by the gift of piety. Piety is one of the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit present together with purity through the gift of sanctifying grace. Piety “seems to serve purity in a particular way, making the human subject sensitive to that dignity which is characteristic of the human body by virtue of the mystery of Creation and Redemption. Thanks to the gift of piety, Paul’s words: ‘Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you . . . You are not your own’ (1 Cor. 6:19) acquire the eloquence of an experience of the nuptial meaning of the body and of the freedom of the gift connected with it . . .”
The nuptial meaning of the body is the awareness in the consciousness of all human beings that they are called by their very being, by the way they were created as enfleshed images of God and as masculine and feminine, to love as God loves and express that love in and through their bodies. Piety helps us acquire the awareness of the dignity of our bodies as a physical means of expressing God-like love. Therefore, piety leads us to an awareness of the nuptial meaning of the body. Piety then is one of the most important supernatural gifts for the partial recovery of the original meaning of the body in the state of innocence. It is one of the key gifts which allow us to follow Christ’s instructions given in his answer to the Pharisees when they ask him about divorce. In this answer, Christ invites his listeners and all of us who suffer original sin and its effects to love in and through our bodies as Adam and Eve did. Such an invitation is possible only with Christ’s help. The gift of piety, given through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, is one of the key elements in that help offered to us by Christ. Through piety, we are able to realize the unfathomable dignity of the human body, a prerequisite if we are to express a genuine God-like love through that very same body.

With this point about piety, the Pope has come full circle in his analysis of the theology of the body. It is appropriate that this discussion of piety occurs towards the end of the second cycle of the Theology of the Body series.

In no. 58, of the Theology of the Body series, John Paul II summarizes his whole endeavor in the first two cycles (nos. 1-63): through Christ’s teaching on marriage and lust “the man of original innocence is, in a way, recalled to the consciousness of the man of lust. But Christ’s words are realistic. They do not try to make the human heart return to the state of original innocence which man left behind him at the moment when he committed original sin; on the contrary, they indicate to him the way to purity of heart which is possible and accessible to him even in the state of hereditary sinfulness. This is the purity of the ‘man of lust,’ who is inspired, however, by the word of the Gospel and open to ‘life according to the Spirit’ (in conformity with St. Paul’s words), that is, the purity of the man of lust who is entirely enveloped by the ‘redemption of the body’ carried out by Christ.” “Purity is not just an abstention from unchastity, or temperance, but it also, at the same time, opens the way to a more and more perfect discovery of the dignity of the human body, that body which is organically connected with the freedom of the gift of the person in the complete authenticity of his personal subjectivity, male or female.” The more and more perfect discovery of the dignity of the human body occurs through the supernatural gift of piety. Acting in accordance with our own dignity and that of others, we find great joy. “The satisfaction of the passions is, in fact, one thing, and the joy that man finds in mastering himself more fully is another thing, since in this way he can also become more fully a real gift for another person.” In an even clearer statement of his thesis, John Paul writes, “The Creator has assigned as a task to man his body, his masculinity and femininity: and that in masculinity and femininity He, in a way, assigned to him as a task his humanity, the dignity of the person, and also the clear sign of the interpersonal ‘communion’ in which man fulfills himself through the authentic gift of himself.” If the body is a “task,” the task needs to be known. This task, given by Christ, is re-affirmed by the teachings of the Church today. Further, if the task is to be fulfilled, there are some requirements. One of them concerns the responsibility of art in representing the human body.

III. The Human Body in Art
A musician once said that art was the grandchild of God. God creates human persons and human beings fashion art. But art is the grandchild of God in another way as well. God created the world and art takes from the world materials for its craft: stones for architecture, sounds for music, colors for painting, etc. Art also takes from the world subjects for itself. The painter portrays landscapes or animal scenes. The architect takes pleasant shapes found in Creation and molds them together to create buildings. God created the world and the artist fashions his work from the created world.

However, the most interesting subject for art, any art, is the human person because the the human person is the most fascinating and intriguing being created by God on earth. It is interesting that some of the most respected master works of human art are representations of the human person: Michelangelo’s David, Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa, Mozart’s operas Le Nozze di Figaro or Don Giovanni, Shakespeare’s tragedies, etc. All these masterworks have the human person as their subject. Further, since art is perceived through the five senses, the artistic masterworks concerned with the human person always represent the visible, material aspect of the human person, the human body.

In representing the human body, art divorces the body from the person. In making it a subject of art, the artist takes the human body and, as it were, uproots it from its meaning, i.e., from its role as the sign and the means of a personal self-donation of the person (whose body is represented) to another person. As the Pope puts its, in art “the human body loses that deeply subjective meaning of the gift, and becomes an object destined for the knowledge of many.” In another passage, the Pope makes the same point: he writes that in artistic representations of the human body “that ‘element of the gift’ [present in the human body] is, so to speak, suspended in the dimension of an unknown reception and an unforeseen response, and thereby it is in a way ‘threatened’ in the order of intention, in the sense that it may become an anonymous object of ‘appropriation,’ an object of abuse.” Put another way, the human body speaks the language of personal self-donation, of one person to another person. When the body is taken from the person and made an object to be viewed by many, it can lose its meaning: it can cease to speak the language of personal self-donation.

In the situation after original sin, the sense of shame helps all of us subject to original sin and its effects to understand that the human body does not always speak the language of personal self-donation. The very same sense of shame also leads us to try to preserve this precious gift of the Creator. Shame together with purity and piety helps us to hold the body in holiness and honor and thus we cover our “less presentable parts.” Of course, art often wishes to represent the unclothed human body. The depiction of the unclothed human body in art can thus be a violation of the holiness and honor due the body. Is every attempt at depicting the unclothed human body such a violation? No. Art only violates the integrity of the body-person unity “when in the work of art or by means of the media of audiovisual reproduction the right to the privacy of the body in its masculinity or femininity, is violated . . . when those deep governing rules of the gift and of mutual donation, which are inscribed in this femininity and masculinity through the whole structure of the human being, are violated.”
A talented and trained artist who looks at the human body with purity of heart can represent the unclothed human body in such a way that can lead the viewer “through the body to the whole personal mystery of man. In contact with these works, where we do not feel drawn by their content to ‘looking lustfully’ . . . we learn in a way that nuptial meaning of the body.” Great works of art with the unclothed human body as their subject matter tell the whole truth about the body as the sign and means of the gift of one person to another person. They penetrate to a certain degree the mystery of the human person, which is the reason why they fascinate and interest us. At times, we can look at a particular work of art, sometimes for hours and not grow tired. The reason is that the work of art conveys to us the aspects of the full truth about the human body-person—the truth about ourselves.

Of course, it is not only the artist who has the responsibility to use his or her talent and skill to depict the full truth about man, so also the viewer needs to look with an eye for the beauty, dignity, and holiness of the subject portrayed. Even the greatest work of art can be viewed in an inappropriate way. In other words, even Michelangelo’s David could be reduced to one value, the sexual one, by someone looking for only that one isolated value. Obviously, both the subject matter of the artist, i.e., the individual who “posed” for the artist, and the artist are violated by such a “use” of the art work. Of course, the one looking also violates himself or herself. But if living human persons can become objects in the mind of another, so also can even the greatest work of art. Therefore, in representing the human body in art, the meaning of humanity is in a way entrusted to both the artist and “to every recipient of the work.”
With these last reflections on the depiction of the human body in works of art, John Paul concludes his extensive second cycle of the Theology of the Body series. In the first cycle (nos. 1-23), he analyzed the words of Christ in response to the Pharisees’ question about divorce. In the second cycle (nos. 24-63), he took up Christ’s words in the Sermon on the Mount about adultery, lustful looks, and adultery in the heart. The third cycle (nos. 64-72) takes up the words of Christ in response to the Sadducees who come to him and put the question about the woman who married seven brothers (each brother, in turn, died). The Sadducees ask: “At the resurrection whose wife shall she be?” The first words of Christ about divorce, especially with Christ’s reference to the “beginning” led the Pope to an analysis of Adam and Eve before sin. Christ’s teaching regarding adultery led the Pope to consider the state of historical man, the state of all of us subject to original sin and its effects. The words of Christ about marriage and the resurrection allows John Paul to discuss the way we will be in heaven after the resurrection of the body. The first cycle considered the human body-person before sin. The second cycle considered the human body-person after sin. The third cycle will consider the human body-person reigning gloriously with God in heaven at the end of the world. There are then three ways that the human body expresses the person: in the state of innocence before sin (the distant past); in the state of sin on earth (present state); and in the resurrection (the future). The next chapter will take up the remarks of John Paul II on the body-person unity which will be found in heaven after the resurrection. 
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Chapter 5 The Resurrection of the Body
On May 13, 1981, a week after the Pope concluded the second cycle of the Theology of the Body series (nos. 24-63) and presumably the day he planned to begin the third cycle on the resurrection of the body (nos. 64-72), he was shot in St. Peter’s square by Mehmet Ali Agca.  The bullet hit the Pope before the audience had formally begun as he was touring the square, greeting the crowd assembled for the Wednesday audience, in a specially built jeep, the so-called Popemobile.  At these Wednesday audiences, the Pope would normally make one or two circuits of the square in the Popemobile. In this way, the Pope could interact with the crowd and they could greet him before he took his seat on the raised platform in front of the Basilica to begin the audience. On May 13, just after the Pope had returned a little girl to her parents and as the Popemobile headed towards the platform, the shots rang out.  The Pope suddenly slumped into the arms of his long-time secretary, Monsignor Dziwisz. (now Archbishop Dziwisz). John Paul was rushed to Gemelli hospital. Miraculously, the bullets from Agca’s gun missed major arteries and nerve centers, but John Paul was for a time close to death from the loss of blood.  Through the talent and skill of surgeons, the Pope gradually recovered only to be felled in June by a viral infection.  By early fall, he had regained much of his strength, but the third cycle of the Theology of the Body series did not begin until the Wednesday audience of November 11, 1981.

The assassination attempt on John Paul II, an attack on his body, gives his great principle that the body is the expression of the person a concrete reality.  The Pope’s body was attacked, but it was his person who was wounded.  The person, not just his body, was near death.  When the body is touched, it is the person who is touched because the body and person form one entity, one being: the human being.  Further, near death, suffering the real possibility of the separation of his body and his spirit (soul), the Pope experienced in a very direct way what death means for the human person.  Death is the separation of soul and body. But the resurrection is the reunion of soul and body.  In facing death, the Pope also faced the certainty of the resurrection. His teaching on the resurrection of the body, certainly already formulated and written by this time, took on an experiential reality for him.  In facing death, he would have affirmed everything he had planned to say that day, May 13th, at the audience and in the subsequent eight addresses in the cycle on the resurrection of the body. 

The Pope begins his resumed series without reference to the assassination attempt or his wounds. He simply says, “After a rather long pause, today we will resume the meditations . . . on the theology of the body.”
[1]  Having already considered two previous “words” of Christ on marriage: the one regarding divorce which was occasioned by the Pharisees’ question about the Old Testament practice of allowing a man to divorce his wife;
[2] and the one about adultery from the Sermon on the Mount,
[3] the Pope now takes up  the third “word” of Christ on marriage: the one about marriage in heaven. 

As with his teaching on divorce, Christ’s teaching on marriage and the resurrection is a response to a question put to him. The Sadducees came up to Christ and tried to trap him on the question of the resurrection and its relationship to marriage.  They did not believe in any resurrection of the body and they knew he did.  Through their question, they hoped to make it appear that  the resurrection of the body was impossible. 

In the Old Testament, there was a law that if a man died without children, his brother should marry the widow and preserve “his brother’s line” by giving the widow children.
[4]  Based on this law, the Sadducees present the case that there was a wife and seven brothers. She married the oldest brother who died without children. She then married the second brother who also died without children. In the end, she married all seven brothers who all died childless. Finally,  the woman died.  The Sadducees ask Christ, “Now at the resurrection, of the seven, whose wife will she be? For they all had been married to her. 

Of course, the question turns on the question of the human body. Marriage is very much a bodily reality—a union of two persons expressed through the flesh. Husbands and wives, after all, become “one flesh.”  The resurrection is also a bodily reality: the re-union of soul and body.  If there is a resurrection of the body, i.e., if there are bodies in heaven, then the Sadducees suggested, there must be a possibility of marriage after the resurrection.  But if a wife were married more than once on earth, i.e., were “one flesh” with more than one husband, to whom would she be joined in one flesh in heaven? Whose wife would she be in heaven?  The Sadducees were arguing that the earthly bodily reality of marriage would necessarily be extended to heaven if there was a bodily resurrection.  Implicitly the Sadducees claimed that the one person body-soul unity on earth would be identical to the one person body-soul unity in heaven. Since it is impossible for the woman with seven husbands to be married to more than one husband in heaven, a fortiori, there can be no marriage in heaven.  Further, since the one person body-soul unity in heaven is identical to the one person body-soul unity on earth, if there is no marriage in heaven, there is no body-soul unity in heaven, i.e., there is no resurrection of the body.

Christ’s answer is: “You are misled because you do not know the scriptures or the power of God.  At the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage but are like the angels in heaven.” Christ denies the basic premise. He teaches that the body-soul unity in heaven is not identical to the body-soul unity on earth. “The resurrection [of the body] . . . means . . .a completely new state of human life itself.” Still, since Christ talks about human beings after the resurrection of their bodies as “neither marrying nor given in marriage,” it is clear that in heaven the human body will retain its masculinity or femininity.  But the meaning of masculinity and femininity will be different in heaven then it was “in the beginning” before sin or in the “historical” state, i.e., after sin. Christ also says that those who attain to the resurrection of the dead  “can no longer die, for they are like angels.”
[8]  This correlates with the statement from the Psalms that even now, on earth, in the “historical” state of man after sin, we are “a little less than the angels (Ps. 8:5).”
[9]  “It must be supposed that in the resurrection this similarity [to the angels] will become greater: not through a disincarnation of man, but by means of another kind (we could also say another degree) of spiritualization of his somatic nature—that is, by means of another ‘system of forces’ within man. The resurrection means a new submission of the body to the spirit.”
[10]  “We could speak here also of a perfect system of forces between what is spiritual in man and what is physical. ‘Historical’ man, as a result of original sin, experiences a multiple imperfection in this system of forces which is expressed in St. Paul’s well-known words: ‘I see in my members another law at war with the law of my mind”(Rom. 7:23). ‘Eschatological’ man will be free from that ‘opposition. . . . ‘Spiritualization’ means not only that the spirit will dominate the body [as in the state of man before sin], but, I would say, that it will fully permeate the body, and that the forces of the spirit will permeate the energies of the body.”
[11] This new spiritualization of the body will have its source in what the Pope calls a “divinization” of each person’s humanity.  The divine life of grace, given in Baptism, will be perfectly united with human life to the extent that grace will permeate every aspect of humanity.  “Participation in the divine nature, participation in the interior life of God Himself, permeation of what is essentially human by what is essentially divine, will then reach its peak so that the life of the human spirit will arrive at such fullness which previously had been absolutely inaccessible to it.”
[12]   

The spiritualization of every aspect of the human person has as its source, grace, which will make us, and every aspect of our persons, sharers in the divinity. This divinization of all powers and capacities of human nature includes the body.  “ ‘Divinization’ in the ‘other world’ will bring the human spirit such a ‘range of experience’ of truth and love such as man would never have been able to attain in earthly life.”
[13] The Pope’s description of the joy of the human person in his or her body-soul unity in heaven is difficult to grasp because no one living on earth has ever experienced it or anything close to it.  Further, even the Pope’s views of the resurrection of the body are necessarily incomplete because not everything about this state has been revealed to us.  Nevertheless, it is clear from what the Pope describes that we will be so taken up by the vision of God, so permeated by the divine itself, that every capacity and power we have will be completely and forever focused on Him.  Nothing else will interest us or attract us.  For brief moments on earth and in a much less intense way, most of us have experienced something like what the Pope is describing.  We can lose ourselves in the beauty of nature; be awed by the power of a storm, volcano, or earthquake; be so intent on a loved one that nothing will intrude on our concentration.  These are very pale, imperfect reflections of what the Pope is trying to describe. In more theological terms, we can understand Christ’s words about the resurrection of the body as the complete fulfillment of the nuptial meaning of the body.  The human body reveals to human persons through its nuptial meaning that we are called to love, to give ourselves in imitation of the Trinity.  The nuptial meaning of the body is the understanding in each of our intellects that we are created to give ourselves to one another in a God-like self-giving, life-affirming and life-giving love. Husbands and wives give concrete reality to the nuptial meaning of the body by living a loving union expressed in and through their bodily self-giving.  The marital act between husbands and wives is not only an expression of their love, but it also enriches their union and allows their mutual affection to grow and intensify.

In heaven, the nuptial meaning of the body, i.e., the understanding that we are to love, will be expressed and lived not through the bodily union with a spouse, but through the “penetration of what is essentially human by what is essentially divine.”
[14] Once established, the union between each person and God will not need to grow or intensify because it reaches its pinnacle at the very first moment of the union and it remains at that point. (Therefore, one of the aspects of the marital act, the intensification of the loving union of the spouses will not be needed.) The human body will participate in this union because every bodily power will be completely fixed on the union.  The joy of the divinization will translate itself into a bodily expression which, in turn, will completely absorb every bodily human power. “There will be born in him [i.e., in the human person experiencing the resurrection in heaven] a love of such depth and power of concentration on God Himself, as to completely absorb his whole pscychosomatic subjectivity.”
[15]   

As a very imperfect image of the bodily absorption in the union with God, one might think of a child who hears some glorious news, e.g., the family is going on vacation to Disney world, and can do nothing but dance in a wild whirling motion for a few minutes.  The child is completely focused on the joy of the news and is oblivious to the family members around him or her. The same absorption often occurs in young children on Christmas.  They become completely focused on the gifts as to be almost oblivious to every request their parents or elders might make.   Similarly, the sheer and unbelievable constant joy of the union with God will so absorb every power of the human body that every sense, every power, will be focused on God. The absorption in God will be so intense that we will be oblivious to everything else.  The mystical experiences of some saints who have been so taken up in prayer, i.e., in union with God,  that they have been oblivious to time, to noises around them, even to physical pain, foreshadows, again in a dim way, this absorption of the bodily powers in the union with God.

We might also understand the absorption of the bodily powers in the union with God in light of the surge in our emotions which the vision of God face to face will cause. The union with God in heaven is one of love.  Love certainly involves the emotional powers of the body. It is obvious to most people after some experience that the physical powers of the human body are intimately tied to one’s emotions.  Even the most talented athlete does not perform well (or at least as well) if troubled by emotional difficulties.  We often speak of not bringing “distractions” on to the field or court. We also talk of not “bringing the office home.”  These “sayings” are a way of emphasizing that emotions play a huge part in the exercise our physical powers: on the field or court as a professional athlete; at home in expressing love and affection.  Similarly, every spouse knows when the other spouse’s mind is “somewhere else.”  In heaven, our emotions will be so taken up with the indescribable joy of the union with God that it would be impossible for us to exercise any of our physical powers in a union other than the union with God.   (Therefore, the bodily expression of  love in the marital union of spouses will not occur. The bodily expression of love will be totally focused on God, Himself.)  

It is very important to understand that the absence of the marital union in heaven is not a deprivation or a lack.  In our present state, most of us experience a deep and profound longing to express more adequately our love for God, our love for our spouses, our love for children, for our friends.  The human body, as marvelous as it is, is incapable of completely expressing even the movements of the human spirit, i.e., the human soul, (let alone the movements of a divine Person, e.g., Christ or the Holy Spirit.)  This would be true even in the state of man before sin, but is especially true for “historical” man.  In heaven, in the resurrection of the body, these limitations will all pass away because the divine will penetrate every human power and we will be able to express and feel with our bodily powers, the loving union we will have with God. Therefore, we will not experience the lack of the marital union in heaven as a loss. Rather, the very purpose of the marital union, i.e., to love one another as God loves us, will be brought to such perfection that we will know and feel that we are totally fulfilled, i.e., that we are loving in the way we were created to love. Rather than feeling any loss or lack, we will finally be satisfied that we are adequately expressing our love for God and love for others through God. This satisfaction at the adequate (i.e., in conformity with our deepest desires) expression of love for God will yield an indescribable joy! It is obvious from what has been said that the union with God “face to face” will, strictly speaking, not be a “nuptial” one if by “nuptial,” we mean a union of a man and a woman expressed through the sexual powers.  While heaven has been likened to the perfect marriage and a marriage feast, this is by way of analogy. “Those who are deemed worthy to attain to the coming age and to the resurrection of the dead neither marry nor are given in marriage.”
[16]  “Marriage and procreation in itself do not determine definitively the original and fundamental meaning [i.e., that we are called to love] of being a body or of being, as a body, male and female. Marriage and procreation merely give a concrete reality to that meaning in the dimensions of history. The resurrection indicates the end of the historical dimension.”
[17] 

Given these teachings of Christ and Pope John Paul’s reflections on those teachings, it could be argued that comparing the union of the human person in his or her body-soul unity in heaven after the resurrection of the body to a marriage feast is almost to lie.  The comparison is so false, i.e., it conveys so many images of the earthly marital union which are not part of the union with God in heaven, e.g., the sexual aspects, as to actually mislead people. Even in the primary truth it does convey, i.e., that in marriage we are to love our spouses as God loves us and in heaven we will love Him as He loves us, it conveys falsehoods because in no marriage on earth, even the most perfect one, do spouses give themselves to each other in the way we will be able to give ourselves to God in heaven.  

To argue that comparing the resurrected state of human persons in heaven with marriage is to mislead more than to illumine is only to say what many mystical authors have said for centuries.  They point out that human language and images are linked to concepts formed from this world.  God is so completely “other” that to invoke these concepts and images is to convey falsehoods about God because God is so far beyond human concepts and earthly images as to make them almost lies when applied to God.  There is then in mystical thought a long tradition of invoking pure silence with regard to God. Anything we would say is so far beneath the reality as to be more false than true and so we should say nothing. 

Obviously, we need to say something!!! However, the value in the mystical tradition of silence is to underline the obvious truth: everything we say is only by way of analogy and not by way of actual fact.  When comparing the resurrected state of heaven with a marriage feast, it is very good to remember this essential point. 

The differences between a earthly marriage and the union with God in heaven are perfectly illustrated by the Pope’s remark that “the virginal state of the body will be totally manifested as the eschatological fulfillment of the ‘nuptial’ meaning of the body.”
[18]  In heaven, we will all be as virgins, i.e., we will not enter into marriages.  Still, we will be penetrated by the divine and divinized. We will be taken up into the love of God seen “face to face.”  The “nuptial meaning of the body,” i.e., that we realize that we are called to love as God loves, will be perfectly realized in our total gift of self to God and His gift of Himself to us.  And yet, we will not be married. We will be virgins.  Both marriage and the virginal state, celibacy and virginity, will find their fulfillment together in the same union: the union with God. 

The Pope writes that the union with God in heaven will be a  “concentration of knowledge and love on God Himself [which] cannot but be a full participation in the interior life of God.”
[19]  The word, participation, is important in the Pope’s thought and means the way two or more people unite to act together and yet preserve themselves and their own dignity and value in that union.  In a word, it means joining together with others in love. 

For an adequate understanding of  John Paul’s thought on this point, it is necessary to remember that for the philosopher, Karol Wojtyla (later Pope John Paul II),  the human person reveals himself through acts.  Created as persons, human beings have free will. We are able to act according to our own choices.  Unlike the animals who are “programmed” by instinct, we have the power of free choice.  When we freely choose to act, those acts become part of us and shape us.  For example, those who choose to practice playing the piano, become piano players.  Through our acts, we shape ourselves, i.e., we determine ourselves.  Our acts should always be in conformity with the truth we know through our intellects and our bodies should be orchestrated by our choices in conformity with the truth.  When we freely choose to act in conformity with the truth and our bodies express those acts outwardly, we shape and determine ourselves.  In doing this, we transcend the mere physical.  Horizontal transcendence occurs when we freely choose our own acts and vertical transcendence occurs when we act in accordance with the truth.  Determining and transcending ourselves and acting with integration (the body expressing what we choose and know to be true), we act as human persons and reveal who we are to the world. 

Transcendence, self-determination, and integration are the defining characteristics of human acts.  In acting with others, these must be present. But if we are forced against our will to do something, then our personal dignity and value are harmed and attacked.  How do we act together with others and preserve our own dignity and value? This is what the Pope calls participation. If two or more people, each acting with the characteristics of transcendence, self-determination, and integration, join to do something together, they are participating with one another.  As one author puts it, “ ‘Participation’ is used by Wojtyla to indicate the way in which, in common acting, the person protects the personalistic value of his own acting [i.e., protects the characteristics of transcendence, self-determination, and integration] and participates together in the realization of common action and its outcomes.”
[20] Participation means not being treated as an object or treating others as an object, i.e., as a mere thing to be used.  In fact, in any cooperative activity, each person sees the value and dignity of the other or others.  Each person affirms that infinite dignity and value in the other or others and experiences the other or others affirming that same dignity in himself or herself.  Participation is thus an affirmation of one’s own dignity and value and that of others.

 In heaven, participation will reach a level beyond our imagination because our participation will be with God Himself.  The Creator Himself, Who made all of us in His image and likeness, will affirm our dignity and value by giving Himself to us so that He will permeate our very being.  How could one’s dignity and value be more affirmed than by the gift of God Himself?  Further, permeated with the divine Power, we will also be able to affirm Him by giving ourselves to Him as He gives Himself to us.  (Of course, God does not need in any way our affirmation, but He loves us so much that we will be able to love {participate with} Him in the same way that He loves {participates with} us. This “affirming” God will be an expansion {beyond anything we can imagine} of what we do on earth when in prayer we praise Him for His goodness, for His power, etc.) 

In this mutual act of participation, we will experience transcendence, self-determination, and integration to the point that we will become completely who we are meant to be: images of God.  In fact, we can never reach this goal (of becoming perfectly who we are as images of God) until we reach heaven because only in heaven will we be able to love perfectly through transcendence, self-determination, and integration. In other words, we will act perfectly as human persons. Our acts and the elements of our acts will have reached a perfection beyond anything we are capable of in this world. 

Further, we will only reach this perfection in heaven because only in heaven will we be completely united with Him in whose image we are all created.  In this union, there is a mutual exchange—each person receives the gift of the other person and in a certain sense “possesses” the other person.  (This possession is by way of receiving the gift of the other, not by way of ownership.)  The “possession” of God means that we will  not just be images of God, but actually “have” God Himself as perfectly as it is possible for human beings to “possess” God.  All this occurs through the gift of the love of God, but without either God (what is in any case  impossible) or us (theoretically possible) losing ourselves. God does not absorb us. Rather, He donates Himself to us and makes it possible for us to donate ourselves to Him.  Neither God nor human persons “lose” their identity or cease to exist, but each comes to “possess” the other through love, the love realized through transcendence, self-determination, and integration. 

Acting perfectly as human beings, giving ourselves in love to God (through the gift of God’s grace) and receiving God Himself in return, means a perfect participation with the One to Whom we are all drawn because He created us.  Only in God can we be satisfied because only in Him, with Him, and through Him do we “live and move and have our being.”
[21]  Only by receiving His gift of Himself in love perfectly can our dignity and value as images of God be finally and sufficiently affirmed.  Perfected in giving and in receiving, heaven will certainly be “what eye has not seen, and ear has not heard, and what has not entered the human heart.”
[22] 

While everyone in heaven will be individually linked in a communion of persons with God Himself in His Triune mystery, through God there will be a link to everyone else in heaven.  “We must think of the reality of the ‘other world’ in the categories of the rediscovery of a new, perfect subjectivity of everyone and at the same time of the rediscovery of a new, perfect intersubjectivity of all.”
[23]  Each of us will be totally concentrated on God, but through God, everyone will be linked to everyone else because in love, He will “possess” all of us and in “possessing” Him through love, we, in turn, will be united with all others in heaven. Thus, in God, we will be united especially with those we knew on earth. Of course, this is only one of the reasons why we should pray fervently for the salvation of those we love and care for—so that we will know them in heaven through God. In the last three addresses of this cycle, nos. 70-72, Pope John Paul turns to an analysis of Paul’s words regarding the resurrection of the body.  John Paul notes that Paul’s perspective is different from Christ’s.  When Christ answered the question posed to Him by the Sadducees, He did not use His own resurrection as an argument for the resurrection of the body. Since that event had not happened, He could not refer to it.  But Paul, having seen the risen Christ on the way to Damascus, some years after Christ’s Resurrection, certainly could and did to refer to Christ’s rising from the dead. Saint Paul writes: “It  [the human body] is sown corruptible; it is raised incorruptible. It is sown dishonorable; it is raised glorious. It is sown weak; it is raised powerful. It is sown a natural body; it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a natural body, there is also a spiritual one.”
[24]  Clearly, Saint Paul contrasts the way the human person body-soul unity is now on earth (“historical man”) with the way it will be in heaven at the resurrection of the body.  Paul emphasizes the spritualization of the body when he writes that “If there is a natural body, there is also a spiritual one.” This spiritualized body will be powerful and glorious. All this, of course, confirms the previous analysis from Christ’s answer to the Sadducees.   

  The Pope is at some pains to show that in Paul’s view the resurrected human body will not just be “restored” to the state of original innocence, i.e., to the state before sin, but rather will have a “new fullness.”
[25]  It cannot be simply a return to the state of Adam and Eve before sin because that would mean that the human race would have no hope of the vision of God. Without the perspective of heaven, of the spiritualization of the body in a new fullness—different from the state of Adam and Eve before sin--the whole logic of Creation, not to mention the Redemption, would fall.  After all, God made Adam and Eve to share heaven with Him.  At some point they were to experience the joys of heaven.  They looked forward to seeing God “face to face.” Certainly, Christ’s mission could not simply mean that we were to return to that previous state without any hope of seeing God “face to face.” 

With the remarks on Paul’s view of the resurrection of the body, the Pope concludes this third cycle of his Theology of the Body series.  He also concludes the study of the “words” of Christ on marriage and the body-soul relationship of the human person.  The next three cycles of the Theology of the Body series apply the analysis already undertaken to the areas of celibacy and virginity (4th cycle), to marriage (5th cycle), and to the teaching of the Church on the connection between the marital act and procreation (6th cycle).  Since celibacy and virginity have always been understood by the Church as a sign of the future perfection of humanity in the kingdom of God after the resurrection of the body, Pope John Paul’s analysis of Christ and Paul’s words on the resurrection of the body are fundamental to his examination of celibacy and virginity undertaken in the next (4th cycle).  The next chapter, then, following John Paul’s order, will apply the analysis of  this chapter on the resurrection of the body to the question of virginity and celibacy in the lives of ‘historical’ men and women. 
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Chapter 6 - Celibacy and Virginity 
The fourth cycle of Pope John Paul II’s Theology of the Body series (nos. 73-86) takes up the important question of virginity and celibacy and its meaning for the body.  This fourth cycle begins the application of some of the principles previously delineated in the first three cycles of the series.  As mentioned towards the beginning of the last chapter,[1] the first three cycles of the Theology of the Body series considered the three “words” of Christ on marriage: His teaching about divorce in an answer given to the Pharisees;[2] his remark during the Sermon on the Mount about committing adultery in the heart;[3] and his answer to the Sadducees on the question of the Resurrection.[4]  In this fourth cycle, the unmarried state chosen for the sake of the Kingdom of God is considered.  In the fifth cycle, John Paul takes up marriage and in the sixth cycle, he studies the relationship of marriage and procreation.
The topic of virginity and celibacy is a difficult one in the context of the Theology of the Body series. The Pope has clearly and brilliantly shown that God created human beings in His image and likeness, i.e., as persons, with bodies. As images of God, human beings are called to do what He does, i.e., to love one another as He loves Himself in the mystery of the Trinity and as He loves all created persons. This call, this “innate vocation” of every human being is “inscribed in the humanity of man and woman,”[5] i.e., the vocation of each human person is clear first to Adam, and then to Eve, and then to every human person born into this world. It is crystal to clear to all of us because this meaning is “inscribed” in our very flesh. Our masculinity and femininity is the physical sign given to us so that we might know that we are called to enter a loving communion in imitation of the Trinitarian communion. This is what John Paul has called the nuptial meaning of the body. 
However, our bodies not only reveal to us that we are to love others as God loves Himself and us, they also are the means of expressing or manifesting this love in the world. As we enter loving communions, we express our love in and through our bodies. Human persons are constructed by God in a body-person unity so that our acts (at least most of them---there are purely internal acts) would be visible. When acting as God acts and expressing those acts outwardly in and through our bodies, we become visible images of God. We are, in effect, the only beings God has created who can be (and are meant to be) visible images of the Creator Himself.
Marriage is, of course, the primary communion. After creating them “male and female,” God called them to imitate His own loving Trinitarian communion by inviting Adam and Eve to “be fertile and multiply,”[6] i.e., to become the first human married couple. With an eloquence which betrays his love of language in drama and poetry[7], the Pope strikingly describes the incredible blessing and goodness God has conferred on the human race in inviting each of us to imitate His own Trinitarian communion through marriage. John Paul’s Theology of the Body addresses, most especially the first two cycles of the series, has one of the most exalted and noble theological word paintings of marriage the Church has ever proposed.
Given this true, but nevertheless, exalted description of the spousal communion, the whole question of virginity and celibacy for the sake of the Kingdom of God takes on a certain urgency. The question is obvious: If marriage is such an exalted calling, willed by the Creator Himself, inscribed in the very flesh of every human person, why would anyone choose not to enter into such a communion—especially for the sake of the KINGDOM OF GOD. This choice seems almost contradictory to the very will of God manifested, most obviously, when He created us male and female and again when He said, “It is not good for the man to be alone.”[8]
John Paul admits this paradox. In speaking about Christ’s words regarding virginity and celibacy for the sake of the Kingdom of God[9], he writes that Christ “expresses Himself [in recommending virginity and celibacy to those who can accept it], in a certain sense, even in opposition to that ‘beginning’ to which He Himself had appealed.”[10] Of course, John Paul’s reference here to Christ’s teaching on the “beginning” recalls Christ’s answer to the Pharisees’s question on divorce: “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any cause whatever?” He said in reply, “Have you not read that from the beginning the Creator made them ‘male and female’. For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh? So they are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore, what God has joined together, no human being must separate."[11] It was from this reference of Christ to the “beginning” that John Paul began his analysis of the first pages of Genesis because, as the Pope has taught us, when Christ referenced the “beginning,” He was saying to the Pharisees that the true nature of marriage is to be derived from the state of the human race before sin. In admitting that Christ’s words about virginity and celibacy for the sake of the Kingdom of God seem to be in opposition to the “beginning,” the Pope is admitting that virginity and celibacy for the sake of the Kingdom seem to be opposed to Christ’s own exalted teaching on the beauty of marriage.
On the other hand, Christ’s words on virginity and celibacy are just as much part of His teaching as are His words on marriage. Therefore, even though there seems to be a paradox, ultimately these two aspects of Revelation cannot be in opposition to one another. In fact, there are many paradoxes in the teaching of the Lord, e.g., death to self as a means of living life to the fullest (and there are many, many more).[12]
It is interesting to note that Christ’s call to virginity and celibacy for “those who can receive it” is found in the very same passage that his answer to the Pharisees’s question on divorce is found. After answering the question of the Pharisees, Christ’s disciples say to him that it might be better not to marry (because divorce will no longer be accepted as a moral option). Christ responds to this remark and says: “Not all can accept [this] word, but only those to whom that it is granted. Some are incapable of marriage because they were born so; some, because they were made so by others; some, because they have renounced marriage for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven. Whoever can accept this ought to accept it’."[13] Obviously, Christ did not consider his teaching on marriage and his teaching on celibacy and virginity to be contradictory.
In fact, it is not. The essential points of John Paul’s analysis of the human body is that it is the expression of the person. In his meditations on the Stations of the Cross, given as part of his retreat preached to Pope Paul VI in 1976, the Pope writes about Christ at the tenth station (Christ is stripped of His garments): “With every wound, every spasm of pain, every wrenched muscle, every trickle of blood, with all the exhaustion in its arms, all the bruises and lacerations on its back and shoulders, this unclothed body is carrying out the will of both Father and Son.”[14] Christ’s body expressed His Person because through His body His choices, the acts of His will, were expressed or manifested. Clearly, these choices rested on His knowledge in His intellect. Therefore, His body expressed His person because through it He manifested and outwardly demonstrated what He was thinking and choosing.
The human body, not just in Christ, but in all of us, is to express our persons, i.e., make apparent what we are thinking and choosing. In coming to know another person, a future spouse, a man or woman might first be drawn by beauty or handsomeness, by a sense of charm or strength; in short by all those characteristics that we label as masculine or feminine. But, if this relationship is to rest on a firm foundation, eventually one must come to see the dignity with which that other person was created by God. He or she comes to understand that here is another person who is also an image of God. In coming to understand the dignity and value of the other person, sometimes love develops—a deliberate choice in the will to give oneself to this other person because of the great treasure, the infinite value, of the other person as understood by the mind. When such a choice is met by a similar choice made by the other, there is a mutual commitment which is then sealed by the marriage vows repeated before a witness of the Church. The vows establish the marital communion. The martial communion is then expressed by the union of the two in one flesh. The bodily expression of the communion is the direct result of the spouses knowledge of each other and their mutual choice to give themselves to one another.
But, just as obviously (it happens all the time every day), people can freely choose not to enter such a communion. If the marital communion rests on the knowledge of the dignity of another and on a free choice to give oneself to that other person, then it is obvious that people are not forced to make such a choice. (In fact, force is contrary to love and invalidates marriages. For example, “shotgun” weddings are not recognized because force is opposed to love which is, in its essence, a free choice.) Every person can choose not to enter into a marital communion. Perhaps an individual is not suited to marry. Another may not yet have met someone appropriate. A third might choose not to marry because he or she desires to remain unmarried.
If the nuptial meaning of the body shows that we are called to love God and others as Christ loves us and express that love in and through our bodies: why could someone not choose to express one’s love for Christ and all that He did through His passion and death, by devoting one’s life to Him, i.e., by loving Him without entering the marital communion? Why could not someone imitate Him in His celibate, virginal state? Of course, as the Church has taught from the beginning, this is not only possible, but praiseworthy if one is called to this vocation. As the Pope puts it: “man (male and female) is capable of choosing the personal gift of his very self, made to another person in a conjugal pact in which they become ‘one flesh,’ and he is also capable of freely renouncing such a giving of himself to another person, so that, choosing continence ‘for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven,’ he can give himself totally to Christ. On the basis of the same disposition of the personal subject [a personal subject is constituted by the faculties of mind and will] and on the basis of the same nuptial meaning of the being as a body, male or female, there can be formed the love that commits man to marriage for the whole duration of his life (cf. Mt. 19:3-10), but there can be formed also the love that commits man to a life of continence for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven (cf. Mt. 19:11-12).”[15]
Obviously, if the celibate or virginal life is to be an act of love expressed in and through the body, it must be freely chosen because if it were not, as we have seen, it would not be an act of love—it would not be an adequate human alternative to the spousal union (as seen from the point of the human subject, who can only act in a human way through knowledge and free choice). Therefore, one of the essential characteristics of virginity and celibacy in the teaching of Christ is that it must be chosen. In fact, the Lord’s invitation to celibacy or virginity as a vocation makes this characteristic abundantly clear. Following Christ’s comments about divorce in Matthew,[16] His disciples said to him, "If that is the case of a man with his wife, [i.e., that divorce is not permitted] it is better not to marry." He answered, "Not all can accept [this] word, but only those to whom that is granted. Some are incapable of marriage because they were born so; some, because they were made so by others; some, because they have renounced marriage for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. Whoever can accept this ought to accept it."[17] Christ cites three reasons why one would not marry: born incapable of marriage; rendered incapable of marriage by others; and having chosen not to marry for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven. The first two categories concern physical defects which are the result of congenital difficulties or human intervention. In both these cases, the one who is incapable of marriage has had no choice in the matter. The third category listed by the Lord are those “having chosen not to marry for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven. This third category is distinguished from the other two first because it is freely chosen by the individual and second because it is for heaven, i.e., for a supernatural reason.
The requirement for those embracing celibacy or virginity explicitly choose this sate for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven distinguishes their path of life from the unmarried state after the resurrection of the body (after the Second Coming) in heaven, at the end of the world, when our souls and bodies will be reunited in the glory. As the Pope writes, “There is an essential difference between man’s state in the resurrection of the body and the voluntary choice of continence for the Kingdom of Heaven in the earthly life and in the “historical state” of man fallen and redeemed. The eschatological absence of marriage will be a ‘state,’ that is, the proper and fundamental mode of existence of human beings, men and women, in their glorified bodies. Continence for the Kingdom of Heaven, as the fruit of a charismatic choice is an exception in respect to the other state, namely that state in which man ‘from the beginning’ became and remains a participant during the course of his earthly existence.”[18]
There is no contradiction between Christ’s teaching on celibacy (or virginity) and his teaching on marriage. Both rest on the body-person unity of the human being. Both rest on, as the Pope would say, the disposition of the personal subject (knowledge and choice) toward another: either Christ or a spouse. Both represent an act of self-donation, an act of love, which is expressed in and through the body. Both rest on the revelation that the human being is called to love and to express that love in and through his or her body.
That the commitment to a spouse and the commitment to virginity or celibacy are not in conflict is graphically and symbolically demonstrated in some religious orders of women. In some of these orders, those to be received into the order dress themselves in wedding gowns because they are the brides of Christ. During the ceremony they make their vows to Christ. The ritual is in some ways not unlike the marriage ritual. If the commitment to celibacy or virginity were not a commitment of love expressed in and through the human body (as marriage is), the practice of these religious orders would be offensive. 
It should be noted that Christ’s teaching on virginity and celibacy clearly indicate that this vocation is complementary to the marital vocation. John Paul notices that Christ’s teaching on virginity or celibacy for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven is not placed together with his answer to the Sadducees on the question of the woman who married the seven brothers. The Sadducees asked Christ whose wife she would be in heaven since she had married seven men. He responded that in heaven “they neither marry nor are given in marriage.”[19] Even though Christian celibacy and virginity is for the Kingdom of Heaven, Christ did not place this teaching together with the teaching on the resurrection and the way the human body-person unity will be in heaven. He did not put this teaching together with the heavenly body-person unity because virginity and celibacy in this life chosen for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven is a choice made in the context of “historical man,” the fallen (because of original sin) state of all human beings now on earth. In this way, the choice of Christian celibacy parallels the choice of marriage. Both vocations are chosen in the context of the heritage of original sin and its effects.
Christ’s placing of this teaching on celibacy and virginity for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven immediately after his teaching on marriage clearly indicates that marriage is the norm and Christian celibacy and virginity is an exception. That Christ first talks about marriage and then about celibacy and virginity demonstrates this as does his remark that “whoever can accept this ought to accept it.” Further, the idea that it is “for the Kingdom of Heaven” indicates that this choice is not looking towards an earthly and natural result, e.g., as would marriage with the possibility of the procreation of children, but towards a supernatural one which would not be the norm for earthly existence.
Both vocations are expressions of love. They both are rooted in the discovery of the nuptial meaning of the body, i.e., of the discovery that human beings are called to love in imitation of the Trinity and to express that love in and through their bodies. The married person expresses love in the familial communion and the celibate or virgin does it in the communion of the Church which is, of course, the union of Christ with each member of the Church and with the Church as a whole. The vocation of marriage and the vocation of the celibate or virginal state confirm and mutually support one another. The celibate or virgin is the signpost of the love all men and women owe to God for all His gifts to us, most especially His gift to us in Creation when He created us in His image and likeness and called us to love as He loves. Celibates and virgins also testify to the true destiny of human persons in their body-soul unity: heaven. Those who are married give witness to the intent of the Creator when He made them “male and female.” Families give life to new human persons and through this cooperation in God’s creative act, testify to God’s ongoing gift of life/love (these are one reality because life is always part of love) to humanity. Without the constant reminder of God’s gift of life/love, how could celibates and virgins maintain their vocation: the vocation which reminds every one of the God’s gift to us in Creation? And, obviously, families look towards the true destiny of humanity because parents know that their fundamental calling is to help each other and their children to come to the glorification of the body-person in heaven after the resurrection of the body.
The entire logic of the vocation of marriage and the vocation of celibacy and virginity for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven rules out any notion that celibacy or virginity is in any way an implicit criticism in of the marital union. In fact, the case is just the opposite. The vocation of celibacy or virginity is chosen on the very basis of the nuptial meaning of the body. In fact, the vocation of remaining unmarried for the sake of the Kingdom of God is an affirmation of the nuptial meaning of the body, i.e., an affirmation that our masculinity and femininity is intended as a gift to another person. 
It would also be an error to see celibates and virgins as living in the perfect Christian state and married people as living in an imperfect state, as though the Church were divided into two tiers and the virgins and celibates were the more exalted members of the Church.
Christ’s teaching on virginity and celibacy shocked the Apostles. In the religious beliefs of the Chosen People of the Old Testament, marriage was a sacred and holy state. In God’s promise to Abraham to make him “the father of a host of nations,”[20] marriage and procreation became the means by which this divine promise would be fulfilled. As John Paul writes, “In the Old Testament tradition marriage, as a source of fruitfulness and of procreation in regard to descendants, was a religiously privileged state: and privileged by Revelation itself.”[21] This divine approbation of marriage through the covenant with Abraham was built on and expanded the previous divine invitation to the entire human race given in the first chapter of Genesis to “be fertile and multiply.”[22] Even before Christ’s exalted teaching on marriage, the Apostles would have held marriage as an exalted state willed by God at the very dawn of Creation and specifically endorsed by God for the Jewish people as the means of fulfilling the covenant God made with them through the patriarch, Abraham.
In hearing Christ recommend virginity and celibacy for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven, i.e., for the sake of God, the Apostles would have been stunned! Marriage and procreation was the means of building the Kingdom of God according to the promise God made with Abraham. Making Abraham the father of a host of nations through procreation and expansion of the Jewish kingdom was THE fulfillment of the covenant sealed between Abraham and God. In the minds of the Apostles and according to the entire Old Testament tradition, the building and expanding of the Jewish Kingdom was identical to building the Kingdom of God. This notion was one of the reasons why the Apostles and disciples of Christ had such a difficult time understanding that His Kingdom was not of this world. Marriage and procreation was identified with the covenant and with the blessings of God on the Chosen People. Of course, this theological status of marriage and procreation was one of the reasons why infertility was seen as expressing the displeasure of God.
How could the Apostles who heard Christ’s teaching on virginity and celibacy for the Kingdom of God have accepted what Christ taught? To ask this question is to ask a whole series of related questions, e.g., how could they have accepted His teaching on the Eucharist when He taught them that they were to “eat his flesh and drink his blood?”[23] The Apostles did not leave Him on this occasion, as many others did, because He “had the words of eternal life.”[24] In other words, they accepted what Christ said because He was the Revelation of the Father and they knew this through the gift of the Holy Spirit: “Flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my heavenly Father.”[25] They entrusted themselves to the Lord and believed what He taught. Similarly, on the question of virginity and celibacy for the sake of the Kingdom of God, they accepted what He taught them because HE said it and because He lived what He said: He was unmarried. The Lord’s testimony and His own celibate life was the only basis they had for accepting this teaching.
Of course, there was a further testimony to the goodness of continence for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven: the marriage of Mary and Joseph. It was not just the Lord’s public life which testified to the goodness of virginity and celibacy; it was His entire life from His conception to His Ascension. Jesus was conceived by a virgin who remained a virgin her entire life even though married to a husband, Joseph. And Joseph, even as a husband lived a celibate life! The Apostles did not know this history of Christ’s parents, conception, and birth, but as the Church came to know the marvelous fruitfulness of Joseph and Mary’s virginity and celibacy, it could appreciate Christ’s teaching on virginity and celibacy in an entirely new way! And of course, after the Resurrection on the first Easter, the Apostles must have heard from Mary the profound truths of the Christmas story. In Mary and Joseph, the nuptial union was realized in a complete gift of each of them to one another and to God for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven.  It was through them that the full reality and truth of the Kingdom of God was announced because this is precisely the Good News their Son gave to the world. How could celibacy and virginity do more for the Kingdom of God? At the same time, in their union at Nazareth, they were as committed to one another in love as any couple could have been. John Paul notes this wonderful mystery when he writes: “The marriage of Mary and Joseph (in which the Church honours Joseph as Mary’s spouse, and Mary as his spouse) conceals within itself, at the same time, the mystery of the perfect communion of the persons, of the man and the woman in the conjugal pact, and also the mystery of that singular ‘continence for the Kingdom of Heaven:’ a continence that served, in the history of salvation, the most perfect ‘fruitfulness of the Holy Spirit’.”[26] The apparent contradiction between the goodness of marriage, on the one hand, and celibacy and virginity for the sake of the Kingdom of God, on the other, is completely resolved in the marriage of Mary and Joseph. In learning this mystery, sometime after the Lord’s Resurrection, the Church could understand Christ’s teaching on celibacy and virginity, given to the Apostles before His Resurrection, in a much better way. Still, it is to the Apostles’s credit that without knowing of the example of Mary and Joseph, they still accepted Christ’s teaching on the goodness of virginity or celibacy when embraced for the sake of the Kingdom of God.
Even more to the Apostles’s credit is that they accepted Christ’s teaching even though in proclaiming His teaching on virginity or celibacy for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven, Christ implicitly rejects a conclusion the Apostles had reached. The Apostles responded to Christ’s teaching on divorce with the remark, “If that is the case of a man with his wife, it is better not to marry."[27] They conclude it is better not to marry because if divorce and remarriage are morally unacceptable, marriage would lead people to sin because no one could live such a marriage. It is as if the Apostles were saying to Christ: “No married person can continue to live marriage as you expect. Married people will divorce and remarry and so it is better not to marry.” It is at this point that Christ offers his teaching on virginity and celibacy. However, the Lord teaches that virginity and celibacy are to be embraced by those called to those exceptional vocations not because marriage without divorce is too hard and would lead people to sin. Rather, Christ invites those called to virginity and celibacy for the sake of the Kingdom of God to live this renunciation of marriage and family life not because family life leads to sin or is hard, but because it is so good. Only the sacrifice of something truly good can be a meaningful renunciation for God. One is reminded of the comment of the fifth grader, “I will give up homework for Lent.” He knows it is a joke and everyone laughs because to him, homework is not a good thing. It is work and sometimes unpleasant. Sacrificing homework would hardly be a sacrifice. Giving up his favorite TV show is something different because it is something the fifth grader perceives as good. The only meaningful sacrifice for the Kingdom of God is something that is good. The renunciation of marriage for the sake of the Kingdom of God only makes sense if it is truly good and holy, a significant blessing of God to the human race. In teaching that celibacy and virginity for the sake of the Kingdom of God should be embraced by those called to this vocation, Christ implicitly rejected His Apostles’s conclusion that marriage was not to be lived because it would lead people to sin by divorce and remarriage.
Marriage and family life as a blessing from God is the normal vocation for men and women. Christ makes this perfectly clear when He teaches about virginity and celibacy embraced for the sake of the Kingdom of God that “Not all can accept [this] word, but only those to whom that is granted. . . . Whoever can accept this ought to accept it."[28] Further, Christ clearly indicates in these lines that virginity and celibacy are “granted,” but also should be “accepted.” Here, we enter into the mystery of a vocation. Whether called to marriage or celibacy, the gentle action of the grace of the Holy Spirit calls us to a specific path to heaven, a specific vocation. This is the “granting” which Christ speaks of. But this gentle stirring of God’s grace in our hearts must be chosen in our wills. In any vocation, there are two aspects: the gift of God and the acceptance on our part. Obviously, we can be so attuned to ourselves and our own situations that we do not perceive the sometimes almost imperceptible stirrings of God’s grace. If we do perceive them, we can choose to ignore them. Those called to virginity and celibacy “ought to accept” this vocation, i.e., they ought to choose it wholeheartedly in their wills, just as those called to marriage should choose marriage wholeheartedly in their wills.
But since every vocation is “granted,” i.e., since every vocation is a gift from God, we cannot simply choose our own. Of course, people try to do this all the time. If called to marriage to a specific person, sometimes people will not cooperate with this grace of God. They may doubt that they are actually called to marriage or to marriage with a specific person. If they realize that God is nudging them towards marriage with a specific person, they may decide not to enter marriage, i.e., they may refuse the vocation God has granted. Usually, in refusing such a gift from God, their paths to heaven are more difficult. It is not so much that there is only one vocation (one way to heaven) for each of us (e.g., that we are only suited for marriage, or, more specifically, that there is only one possible spouse for those of us called to marriage), but it seems God calls us to the best possible vocation suited to our personalities and talents. If we refuse to accept this vocation, then there will always be other alternatives, but they may not be the best possible ones for us. If there were not more than one possible, but not best, vocation for each of us, then a vocation could not be “accepted.” The role of our own human free will, what the Pope would call, human subjectivity, would not exist because in God’s mercy He would “compel” us to choose the only vocation leading to heaven. But this “compulsion” would be impossible because it would be an attack on the dignity of the human person. Constituted as persons by the creative act of God Himself, human persons can only act by their own free choice and in light of their own knowledge. God would NEVER violate His own creative act by compelling human persons to act in a certain way. (This is why God “tolerates” the choice to sin.) Therefore, there must be more than one possible path to heaven for each of us.
In the case of a vocation to virginity or celibacy for the Kingdom of Heaven, it first must be granted. Second, it must be accepted by the individual. Third, since it is “for the Kingdom of Heaven,” this vocation is one that serves the Kingdom of God on earth, i.e., the Church. The Church therefore discerns for itself whether an individual truly is called by God to virginity or celibacy. Certainly, sometimes people believed they are stirred by God’s grace towards the religious life when, in fact, they have not received such a grace from God. In the best of times, the Church gently tries to help individuals who may have made a mistaken judgment about a call to virginity and celibacy. In more difficult times, the Church’s structures which exist to help discern the action of God’s grace with respect to the religious vocation, do not function the way they should. In these times, sometimes people are treated harshly, much too harshly, and sometimes people enter religious life when they probably are called to a different vocation.
There is an essential truth hidden in the mystery of God’s calling each of us to a specific vocation which is very often overlooked in discussions of the religious life in relation to marriage. We do not choose our own vocation independent of God. We are called and then we choose to follow (or not to follow) God’s invitation. The best vocation is the one that God has invited us to follow. For most, that vocation is marriage. A married person living his or her vocation properly and doing all that he or she can to live out God’s invitation to him or her is far holier than a celibate or virgin who either should not have embraced a religious vocation (because he or she was not called to that vocation) or who only embraced such a vocation reluctantly and with bitterness. It is next to impossible (except in the most general sense) to speak of vocations in the abstract. For example, it is not very helpful to claim that this or that vocation is “better” than another. What is “best” for an individual is the vocation God has invited that person to embrace. Ultimately, the judgment on every vocation must be based on what God has “granted” that person and how that person has embraced (chosen) it. “If anyone chooses marriage, he must choose it just as it was instituted by the Creator ‘from the beginning,’ he must seek in it those values that correspond to God’s plan. If on the other hand anyone decides to pursue continence for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven, he must seek in it the values proper to such a vocation. In other words, one must act in conformity with his chosen vocation.”[1] And the “best vocation” for each of us is the one God grants us and the one we can most easily embrace and live.
Not every one in the history of the Church has presented the relationship between the marital vocation and the celibate or virginal vocation in the way John Paul does. Quoting St. Paul (1 Cor. 7:38), “So then, the one who marries his virgin does well; the one who does not marry her will do better,” some have argued that St. Paul teaches that the virginal or celibate state is “better” than the married state, i.e., not just better for a particular individual, but better in an objective sense. In other words, the claim sometimes made is that celibates or virgins are, by the very state of their lives, holier than those who are married. (Saint Bernard of Clairvaux in the twelfth century suggested that it was hardly possible for a monk to attain to the glories of heaven and next to impossible for anyone not in the religious life.) John Paul takes up Saint Paul’s teaching on marriage in the First Letter to the Corinthians in nos. 82-86, the last five addresses in the fourth cycle (nos. 73-86).
John Paul notes that in the seventh chapter of First Corinthians, Paul is speaking in response to questions addressed to him by the Church at Corinth. The very first lines of the chapter are: “Now in regard to the matters about which you wrote.”[2] He is answering questions about marriage and virginity presented to him by his disciples at Corinth. It is the response of a pastor to a particular problem. While this does not mean that Paul’s teaching does not have force beyond the immediate context, it does mean that the passage must be read in accordance with Paul’s pastoral approach to a problem
It is also very important to note that Saint Paul is responding not only in an abstract way, but very personally. He writes, “Indeed, I wish everyone to be as I am,” i.e., celibate.[3] He also writes, “I should like you to be free of anxieties,” i.e., the anxieties of a married person. These are very personal notes drawn from his own life and his pastoral observations of married persons.
There are also passages which contain very clear doctrinal teaching in the seventh chapter of First Corinthians, e.g., “To the married, however, I give this instruction (not I, but the Lord): a wife should not separate from her husband.”[4] The task then of properly understanding Saint Paul’s intent is to re-read First Corinthians 7 in accordance with the doctrinal teaching (clearly delineated and laid down), interpreting the personal and pastoral notes in light of that doctrinal teaching. This is the task John Paul has accomplished in the last four addresses of the fourth cycle.
No less than three times in the seventh chapter of First Corinthians, Saint Paul speaks about God calling people to a particular vocation. In verse 7, he writes, “Each has a particular gift from God.” In 17, we read, “Only, everyone should live as the Lord has assigned, just as God called each one. I give this order in all the churches.” (It is very important to realize that in this passage, Saint Paul teaches this principle as a command, i.e., an order.) Finally, in verse 20, we hear that “Everyone should remain in the state in which he was called.” In all three of these verses, Saint Paul is talking about a vocation, a call from God. He is also clearly saying that everyone should follow the vocation given to him or her by God and remain in that vocation. Everything else in Paul’s remarks about marriage and virginity or celibacy must be read in light of these “orders” he has laid down.
The questions to which Paul is responding are from individuals in the Church at Corinth in the first century. These people are Gentile converts to Christianity. They were not steeped in the traditional Old Testament Jewish understanding of marriage and procreation. Their understanding of marriage had been shaped by the pagan culture which existed in the Roman Empire at the time of Christ. “Marriage, in this ambience, was understood as a way of ‘making use of the world’—differently from how it had been in the whole Jewish tradition (despite some perversions which Jesus pointed out in His conversation with the Pharisees and in His Sermon on the Mount.)”[5] In speaking about marriage and virginity to his Corinthian flock, Paul had not only to hold out the possibility of virginity and celibacy for the sake of the Kingdom of God, but he also had to insure that his followers understood marriage in the proper Christian context. Therefore, Paul stresses the transience of this world. In verse 29, he insists that “time is running out” because he wants to stress the future world of heaven to which all are called. He repeats this thought, in verse 31: “For the world in its present form is passing away.” To those who had had the practice of enjoying all the pleasures of this world (and marriage was one way of “using the world” in this way) Paul admonishes his readers that this world is not everything, that there is a future world to which all Christians, married or unmarried, are destined. In his pastoral way, Paul is telling his married readers that they need to live marriage differently than their culture would dictate. “Undoubtedly, all this explains the style of Paul’s answer. The Apostle is well aware that by encouraging abstinence from marriage he at the same time had to stress a way of understanding marriage that would be in conformity with the whole evangelical order of values.”[6] To interpret Paul’s remarks as a criticism of marriage is a misinterpretation and directly against what St. Paul also teaches in this passage: “If you marry, however, you do not sin.”[7] He repeats the same thought in verse 36.
Saint Paul, as pastor, was addressing in part a particular mis-understanding of marriage on the part of his flock. He is also responding to questions asked of him about marriage and virginity or celibacy: “Now in regard to the matters about which you wrote."[8] We do not know what the question was, but there are hints in the passage Paul writes. Perhaps one of Paul’s new converts was asking whether or not marriage was sinful – in light of the new Gospel of Christ. It might have been a young man trying to decide whether he should marry or not. Even more likely, it could have been a parent or guardian trying to decide whether to arrange a marriage for a young woman. In first century Corinth, “decisions in general belonged more to parents and guardians than to the young people, themselves.”[9] It could also have been a newly converted husband who was wondering how he should live his marriage now that he was a Christian. He might have been asking if the new Gospel required him not to enjoy the privileges of marriage. At any rate, the context of Paul’s answer clearly reveals a question about the relationship between marriage and virginity and how marriage should be lived. But it is important to realize that Paul was responding to a specific question or questions. The question determines not just the answer, but very often the tone of the answer. Therefore, Paul’s teaching in the First Letter to the Corinthians must be read with the understanding that he is responding to a question. In fact, as in many cases, he might have preferred to address the whole matter more systematically or in a different way. But the question and the confines of a letter may have prevented him from addressing this topic in a way different than he did.
The mis-understanding of the Corinthian Christians about marriage in light of the Gospel and the question asked of Paul give a certain “coloring” to his response. In light of this pastoral “coloring,” it would be a grave misinterpretation to ignore the definitive teaching, e.g., that everyone has a vocation given to him or her by God, and interpret marriage in a negative sense only because of certain phrases such as, “So then, the one who marries his virgin does well; the one who does not marry her will do better.”[10] Having said that there is no sin or evil in marrying,[11] the passage about he who marries does well and he who does not does better, must be seen in light of the previous teaching regarding marriage and virginity or celibacy as a vocation from God. Seen in this light, with the pastoral “coloring,” Paul is not saying anything different from Christ when He taught that those who are granted the vocation of virginity or celibacy should accept it.[12]
There is a further pastoral note in the passage from the seventh chapter of First Corinthians which is very important. Paul writes, “If you marry, however, you do not sin, nor does an unmarried woman sin if she marries; but such people will experience affliction in their earthly life, and I would like to spare you that.”[13] The Pope writes about this phrase and similar ones in the Pauline texts: 

 

“Would this be an expression of the Apostle’s personal aversion with regard to marriage?  In this realistic observation we must see a just warning for those who – as at times young people do – hold that conjugal union and living together must bring them only happiness and joy.  The experience of life shows that spouses are not rarely disappointed in what they were greatly expecting.  The joy of the union brings with it also those ‘troubles in the flesh’ that the Apostle writes about in his Letter to the Corinthians. These are often ‘troubles’ of a moral nature. If by this he intends to say that true conjugal love – precisely that love by virtue of which ‘a man cleaves to his wife and the two become one flesh’ (Gen. 2:24) – is also a difficult love, he certainly remains on the grounds of evangelical truth and there is no reason here to see symptoms of the attitude that later was to characterize manichaeism.”[42]
 

Saint Paul is speaking as a realistic pastor who has seen troubled and difficult marriages. He wants to “spare” his flock of these difficulties just as any pastor would. How many deacons, priests, bishops, even popes, as well as marriage counselors and all those in the “helping” professions have not had a similar thought from time to time when faced with some of the difficulties presented by their married parishioners or clients? Just because one wants to spare people difficulties in marriage does not mean that one necessarily is against all marriages. And clearly, Paul was not against marriage! He talks of a Christian wife or husband sanctifying an unbelieving spouse;[43] he speaks of husbands and wives not separating;[44] he clearly states that marriage is not sinful and that it is a call assigned by God; and finally he teaches that those who marry do well!
In addition to the pastoral comments, there are personal reflections included in Saint Paul’s remarks about the relationship between marriage and virginity or celibacy. As any pastor will testify, in responding to questions about the faith in relationship to personal difficulties, there is most often a mixture of doctrinal or moral teachings, pastoral applications of those teachings, and personal reflections. But Paul clearly distinguishes between personal opinions, founded on his own experiences, and the commandments of the Lord. For example, in verses 7-8, he writes, “Indeed, I wish everyone to be as I am, . . .Now to the unmarried and to widows, I say: it is a good thing for them to remain as they are, as I do.”[45] This is a personal reflection founded on his own life as is clear from the phrase “I wish everyone to be as I am.” There is no invocation of a commandment from the Lord. A little further on in the passage we read, “Now in regard to virgins, I have no commandment from the Lord, but I give my opinion as one who by the Lord's mercy is trustworthy.”[46] Again, here, there is a personal opinion. He states flatly that he “has no commandment from the Lord.” As further evidence that this remark is a very personal one, he invokes his own trustworthiness and his readers’s knowledge of that trustworthiness as a motive for accepting his opinion. A totally different note is struck in verse 10: “To the married, however, I give this instruction (not I, but the Lord): a wife should not separate from her husband.”[47] Here, he clearly is invoking the authority of Christ. Another personal opinion follows only two verses later: “To the rest I say (not the Lord): if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she is willing to go on living with him, he should not divorce her.”[48] “The greatness of Paul’s teaching consists in the fact that in presenting the truth proclaimed by Christ in all its authenticity and identity, he gives it a stamp of his own, in a certain sense his own ‘personal’ interpretation.”[49] Just as it would be a mistake to read Paul’s pastoral remarks without the light of his doctrinal statements, it would also be a grave mistake to read his personal comments without the whole context of the entire body of his teachings, including the doctrinal statements.
There are a number of passages in the seventh chapter of First Letter to the Corinthians which might lend one to believe that St. Paul saw marriage simply as a remedy for concupiscence. Of course, this interpretation has not been lacking in the Church’s reflections on St. Paul’s teachings. For example, he advises that it is better to marry than to be “on fire.”[50] In the first couple of verses, he writes that “"It is a good thing for a man not to touch a woman, but because of cases of sexual immorality every man should have his own wife, and every woman her own husband.”[51] These passages could easily be interpreted that marriage is only for the weak who cannot control their own sexual passions and desires. But these passages must be contrasted with verse 7 where he writes that “each has a particular gift from God, one of one kind and one of another.” Both vocations are gifts from God. One is not a refuge for those who are weak!
  

“Does the Apostle, in his First Letter to the Corinthians, perhaps look upon marriage exclusively from the viewpoint of a ‘remedy for concupiscence,’ as used to be said in traditional theological language? The statements mentioned a little while ago would seem to verify this.  However, right next [the phrase “on fire” is in verse 9; the phrase about a “particular gift from God is in verse 7] to the statements quoted, we read a passage that leads us to see differently Paul’s teaching as a whole, contained in the seventh chapter of his First Letter to the Corinthians: ‘I wish that al were as I myself am; (he repeats his favorite argument for abstaining from marriage) – but each has his own special gift from God, one of one kind, and one of another (1 Cor. 7:7).  Therefore, even those who choose marriage and live in it receive a ‘gift’ from God, his ‘own gift,’ that is, the grace proper to this choice, to this way of living, to this state. The gift receive, by persons who live in marriage is different from the one received by persons who live in virginity and choose continence for the sake of the Kingdom of God. All the same, it is a true ‘gift from God,’ ‘one’s own gift, intended for concrete persons, and ‘specific,’ that is, suited to their vocation in life.”[52]
Saint Paul speaks about the “fire” of desire not because he wishes to propose marriage merely as a remedy for it. (He has already spoken of his wish that everyone would remain as he was, i.e., celibate. Further, as we have seen, He later in the seventh chapter of the First Letter to the Corinthians speaks of his desire to “spare” his flock the difficulties of marriage!) Rather, he is writing as a pastor who has a concrete understanding of the fallen nature (because of original sin) of all human persons. In Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians, “the whole realism of the Pauline theology of the body is revealed. If in the letter the Apostle proclaims that ‘your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you (1 Cor. 6:19), at the same time he is fully aware of the weakness and sinfulness to which man is subjected, precisely by reason of the concupiscence of the flesh.”[53] 
If marriage is a gift from God, as well as virginity and celibacy, and it is not a refuge for the weak, why would anyone choose such a life? Saint Paul answers this question also in this seventh chapter of his first letter to the Corinthians: “I should like you to be free of anxieties. An unmarried man is anxious about the things of the Lord, how he may please the Lord. But a married man is anxious about the things of the world, how he may please his wife, and he is divided. An unmarried woman or a virgin is anxious about the things of the Lord, so that she may be holy in both body and spirit. A married woman, on the other hand, is anxious about the things of the world, how she may please her husband.”[54] There are then, according to Paul, two reasons to embrace celibacy or virginity: to be anxious about the things of the Lord and to please the Lord. The first of these reasons, to be anxious about the things of the Lord, is to throw oneself into apostolic work. It is, in a word, to embrace the task of spreading the Gospel of Christ and to help people live that Gospel in their daily lives. This effort takes both time and commitment and those without families are able to devote themselves totally to this effort. But the motive for embracing such total and difficult work is found in the second reason: “to please the Lord.” This phrase is the one Christ used about himself: “I always do what is pleasing to him [i.e., the Father]."[55] To do what is pleasing to someome means to unite one’s will with that person – to do what the other person chooses. In effect, do what is pleasing is to love. The motivation for embracing the evangelical work of the Gospel is the love of God.
But Paul also writes that the married person is “divided.” The married Christian is committed not only to his or her spouse, but also to God. This causes the “division” Paul speaks of since the Christian married person is called not only to the love of his or her spouse, but also to the love of God. There are a number of points which must be kept in mind for an adequate understanding of what Paul is saying. First of all, as has been said above, Paul is writing to new converts to Christianity who have not yet had an opportunity to develop a truly Christian married life. They were still steeped in a more secular and even pagan idea of marriage. This first-century Greek cultural understanding of marriage was far from the Christian one. Such a way of living a marriage would of course have left them “divided.” Second, it must be remembered that Paul is writing from his own experience. With his missionary work, he clearly understands that for him, personally, it would have been next to impossible to have the cares of a wife and family. Third, he is writing from his own pastoral experience. He has probably actually witnessed such “division” among the married members of his flock, especially in the case of marriages between a Christian and a non-Christian. (He speaks about such marriages in this same chapter of his letter.[56]) Fourth (and very importantly) as has been emphasized, everything in this seventh chapter of the First Letter to the Corinthians MUST be taken in light of the doctrinal principle, laid down towards the beginning of the chapter, that “each has a particular gift from God, one of one kind and one of another.”[57] If one called to the vocation of marriage tried to ignore that call and live a celibate or a virginal life, he or she would probably be very “divided” because the person would not be able to “please the Lord” or to “be anxious about the things of the Lord.” Such an individual would find it hard to live a committed celibate or virginal life because he or she would constantly be longing for a spouse and for family life. Each of us is called to particular vocation and given the graces sufficient for that vocation. When someone tries to live a vocation to which one is not called, there are usually many, many difficulties. The only “best” vocation for each one is the one to which God calls each of us. Fifth, in the developed understanding of Christian marriage, the baptized spouse is Christ and the family is a domestic Church, a “subset” of the universal Church. In loving one’s wife, one loves Christ. In caring for the family, one does the missionary work of the Church because one must evangelize and catechize the children and sometimes, even the spouse. Today, pastors and teachers would probably not use the term “divided” for the Christian married person. Rather, Paul’s idea would be conveyed by the idea that the celibate or virgin “pleases the Lord” and is “anxious about the things of the Lord” in the universal communion of the Church and the married person “pleases the Lord” and is “anxious about the things of the Lord” in the domestic Church, the family. Certainly, this is the thought of John Paul II in his Apostolic Exhortation on the Family, Familiaris Consortio.[58]
In this fourth cycle of the Theology of the Body addresses (nos. 73-86), John Paul has certainly tackled a very difficult and long-standing problem on Catholic moral theology: the relationship between the vocation of marriage and the celibate and virginal vocation for the sake of the Kingdom of God. His phenomenological analysis both of Christ’s and St. Paul’s words (because he brilliantly takes into account the personal and concrete circumstances in which those words were said or written) clarifies and solves some thorny theological difficulties. At the same time, the analysis is carried out on the basis of the principles he has already taught in the previous three cycles of the Theology of the Body addresses. Having discussed God’s establishment of marriage in His creative act (1st cycle), the situation of “historical” man, i.e., the human being after sin, (2nd cycle), the teaching on the resurrection of the body (3rd cycle), celibacy and virginity (4th cycle), the remaining topics are marriage for “historical” man according to the new covenant in Christ (5th cycle) and the whole question of procreation in marriage (6th cycle). The next chapter will discuss the fifth cycle, nos. 87-113. 
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Marriage Chapter 7
The previous cycle (4th cycle) of the Theology of the Body series discussed the question of celibacy and virginity in light of the results of the studies of the human body-person undertaken in the first three cycles.  In those first three cycles, as the reader may remember, the Holy Father discussed the human person in the Garden of Eden before sin (1st cycle), the human person after sin, i.e., historical man, (2nd cycle), and the human person after the Second Coming and the final resurrection (3rd cycle). The first three cycles took their beginnings from the words of Christ: his teaching that divorce was not allowed “in the beginning” (1st cycle), that looking lustfully constitutes “adultery in the heart” (2nd cycle), and that after the final resurrection, there is no giving and taking in marriage (3rd cycle).  In each of these three conditions of the human person, the human body manifested, revealed and expressed the human person, but in different ways.   The results of these analyses illuminated the question of virginity and celibacy.  

The fifth cycle, nos. 87-113 applies the results of the first three cycles to marriage.  The Pope begins with reference to St. Paul’s teaching on marriage from Ephesians 5:21-33. As he writes, “What is contained in the passage of the Letter to the Ephesians constitutes almost a ‘crowning’ of those other concise key words [i.e., the other “three words” of Christ about marriage regarding divorce, adultery in the heart, and marriage in heaven—the material of the first three cycles].  If there has emerged from them the theology of the body along its evangelical lines, simple and at the same time fundamental, it is in a certain sense necessary to presuppose that theology in interpreting the above-mentioned passage of the Letter to the Ephesians.”[1]  The Pope notes that in Ephesians 5, St. Paul speaks of the body, both in its concrete reality as masculine and feminine, i.e., “in its perennial destiny for union in marriage,”[2] and the body as an image of the Church, i.e., the body of Christ.  The Pope then proposes to examine these two “meanings” of the human body, most especially in light of Paul’s “great comparison” of marriage and the Church.

John Paul also notes that the passage to the Ephesians has always been understood by the Church in its liturgy to be a reference to the sacrament of marriage.  Given this understanding, the passage in Ephesians 5 points the way towards an analysis of marriage as a sacrament. However, understanding marriage as a sacrament depends, too, on the theology of the body because the “great” principle of the theology of the body is sacramental: the body is the expression of the person. A sacrament is a sign which makes visible what is invisible and accomplishes what it signifies, e.g., the pouring of water in Baptism over a child’s head points to a cleansing of the soul and the giving of life.  This symbol makes visible the hidden reality of God’s action on the child’s soul. But the sign also is the means by which God effects the change in the soul: the gift of divine grace.

The human body is the expression of the person. It makes visible what is hidden in the mystery of the person, and, at the same time, the visible manifestation of the person involves experiences which affect and change the person. “Therefore, in some way, even if in the most general way, the body enters the definition of a sacrament.”[3]  Clearly, the body also “enters” theology by the “front door” in that it is the means Christ chose to reveal Himself, the Father, and the Holy Spirit to us.  In Him, the body became par excellence the visible sign of an invisible reality.

Summarizing what he proposes to do in this fifth cycle in no. 87 and then outlining the content of the Letter to the Ephesians in no. 88, John Paul begins his detailed analysis of  Ephesians 5 in no. 89.  The Pope begins with one of the most difficult issues of the New Testament for modern culture: St. Paul’s admonition to wives to be “subordinate to their husbands.”[4]  This admonition also appears in other passages of St. Paul’s writings and is sometimes translated that wives should “be subject to their husbands” or that they should “submit to their husbands.”[5]  To many in our era, such language is offensive in the extreme and thought to be the product of  what is called the male-dominated culture of Paul’s era.  Many would argue that such passages should never again see the light of day, at least not in the liturgy.  But these texts are in fact inspired and contain the Word of God.  We need to know their meaning. Further, it might be argued that those passages which are most difficult for us to understand and to implement in our lives are precisely the ones we need to try to understand and incorporate into our vocations.

Before his admonition to the wives, Saint Paul uses the exact same language for both husbands and wives. He writes in verse 21 that both husbands and wives are to “be subordinate to one another out of reverence for Christ.”[6]  Clearly, the “subordination” or the “submissiveness” applies to both husbands and wives, not just to wives.  After the general remark on no. 21, verse 22 addressed to wives follows, and then in 25 the Apostle addresses the husbands instructing them to “love your wives, even as Christ loved the church and handed himself over for her.”[7] 

The “reverence” for Christ is not a cowering fear, but rather an awesome respect for holiness.  Christ is God the Son made man. In Him, God is revealed.  In Him, God visited His people.  Just as Peter, James and John were struck almost dumb at the Transfiguration, so should we always be at the awesome holy mystery of the Incarnation.  Since each of the spouses in a marriage are “other Christs” (Paul is speaking here of the marriage of the baptized), they should see in one another the mystery of Christ.  The only proper attitude towards that mystery is a reverence and therefore a mutual subordination as they would both give to Christ. As the Pope writes, “The mystery of Christ , penetrating their hearts, engendering in them that holy ‘reverence for Christ’ (namely pietas), should lead them to be subject to one another.”[8]  There can be then no domination by one over the other.

In fact, John Paul sees in verse 21 a partial explanation of St. Paul’s instruction to wives in verse 22. A further aspect of the explanation occurs when St. Paul writes that husbands should “love their wives.”[9]  “Love excludes every kind of subjection whereby the wife might become a servant or a slave of the husband, an object of unilateral domination.  Love makes the husband simultaneously subject to the wife , and thereby subject to the Lord Himself, just as the wife to the husband.  The community or unity which they should establish through marriage, is constituted by a reciprocal donation of self, which is also a mutual subjection.”[10]
 Love is of God.  In fact, we name Him by this activity because that IS WHAT HE DOES.  This love was revealed by Christ, most especially in His passion and death.  Analyzing Christ’s passion, we can see five elements: 1. a decision (not my will, but yours be done), 2. founded on knowledge in the mind (redemption was necessary, because of original sin and all the other sins of the human race, if we were to fulfill what God had intended for us “from the beginning”); 3. Christ decided to give Himself (what more could Christ have given than what He gave on the cross); 4. His gift is permanent (He always is our Redeemer who bears the wounds of His death); 5. and His gift is life-giving (it gives us the life of grace).  

We are created in God’s image to love as He loves. Our love must have these five characteristics or it is not love.  Our love then must be the result of a union of wills.  Those who love another say to the other: “I give myself to you. I will what you will. I choose what you choose.” This gift is done in full freedom because the one who loves WANTS to give himself or herself to the other. If it is not done in full freedom, it is not a gift and therefore is not love.  Coercion has no part in a loving relationship.  Husbands and wives, at the time they say their vows—at the time of the marriage ceremony--freely with full knowledge choose to donate themselves to each other. They choose in effect to say to one another: I choose what you choose. I wish to do what you ask.  I wish to be “subject” to you and vice-versa. Therefore, the marital union is one of mutual donation, mutual “subjection.”

Another way of expressing the same truth is that husbands and wives have chosen in full freedom to do what the other asks—to obey their spouse. Obedience is often understood in our culture as what “good” little children do when their parents ask them to do something, e.g., to go to bed.  If the children are “obedient,” they do what their parents ask when the parents ask them to do it.  But this is not the obedience of the Gospel because the children who “obey,” if they are “little,” i.e., under the age of reason, have not yet learned to love, i.e., to make their own choice in full freedom, with the knowledge necessary to such a choice, to give themselves in a self-donation to their parents and then to do what the parents ask because they have chosen to do what the parents ask.  No, the children are not yet capable of such mature behavior.  They learn and imitate their parents’ love and affection and gradually as they mature, they will be able to truly obey, i.e., to respond to another because they have given themselves to that person in love.  If they do not obey in the sense of the Gospel, what are they doing? They are responding out of a sense of trust that the parents have their best interests at heart—because the parents have always taken care of them or, in some cases, unfortunately, simply out of fear.

As a society, if we have the sense that obedience means what “good” little children do, then it is highly offensive to ask adults to “obey.”  But it is our limited sense of “obedience” that is the problem.  For husbands and wives to obey each other or to “submit” to one another is not offensive to either. It is only to ask them to do what they promised to do when they said their marriage vows: to love each other by giving themselves freely to each other in a union of wills—to choose in full freedom to do what the other wills. Even obedience towards the precepts of God must be preceded by love. In one of his writings, Saint Augustine asked, “Does love bring about the keeping of the commandments, or does the keeping of the commandments bring about love?” His response was, “But who can doubt that love comes first? For the one who does not love has no reason for keeping the commandments.”[11]
Without love, without a mutual self-donation, i.e., the mutual union of wills, doing the bidding of  another would be unworthy of a human person.  Machines and animals do what we will (if the machines are working right and the animals are trained properly), but they have no choice, no free will.  We dare not offend human dignity and value by reducing another to an object, a thing, a machine or an animal, which does not possess the power of choosing.  Human dignity and value rest on the foundation of human personhood and the powers which make us persons are our minds and wills. A human person, sufficiently mature to use the powers of mind and will,  to be acting in accord with his or her very being, with his or her dignity, must choose to do what another asks before he or she does it.  This choice must be founded on some knowledge, e.g., a superior officer is asking this or that of me for the good of the country.  But we dare not, cannot, ask others simply to do our bidding without granting them the dignity of choosing on the basis of some knowledge. In a word, we must treat others as persons. 

In this context, marriage involves a mutual “subjection,” a mutual “obedience.” Clearly, this is Paul’s intent because he asks that both husbands and wives to “reverence” one another. He then specifies that wives should love their husbands and husbands should love their wives. These admonitions are founded on the entire Bible, especially on how the reality of marriage was created by the Father “in the beginning.”

After commenting on the question of mutual subjection and obedience, John Paul takes up the “great analogy” between marriage and the Church which Paul sketches in Ephesians 5:22-25: “Wives should be subordinate to their husbands as to the Lord. For the husband is head of his wife just as Christ is head of the church, he himself the savior of the body. As the church is subordinate to Christ, so wives should be subordinate to their husbands in everything. Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ loved the church and handed himself over for her.”  There are actually four components in Paul’s structuring of the analogy. First, Paul instructs wives to be subordinate to their husbands. The next component provides the motive for the wife: the husband is Christ. As Christ is the head of the Church, so the husband is the head of his wife. The third component turns the elements of the second around. The second began with the husband and stated that he was Christ.  The third component begins with the Church as subject to Christ and ends with the wife as subordinate to their husbands. The fourth component turns the first one around.  The first one began with wives as subordinate to their husbands.  The fourth one speaks of husbands as loving their wives as Christ loved the Church.  The structure in these four lines is complicated.  It is ABB1A1  where B1 and A1 turn the terms of A and B around.

It is also vital to notice, as the Pope does, that not only is Christ compared to husbands and wives to the Church and vice-versa, the relationship of Christ to the Church is compared to a marriage and a marriage is compared to the relationship of Christ to the Church. Of course, in comparing husbands to Christ and wives to the Church, it would be impossible to avoid the further image of the union of Christ and the Church as a marriage.  Nevertheless, this is a further element in the “great analogy.” It is also important to notice that the spousal image of the relationship of Christ to the Church exists in St. Paul’s analogy simultaneously and together with the image of the Church as the body of Christ since St. Paul speaks of Christ as the “head” of the Church.  “It seems . . . that this [spousal] analogy [of the relationship between Christ and the Church] serves as a complement to that of the Mystical Body.”[12] 

The comparison of marriage to the relationship of Christ to the Church moves in both directions.  In other words, marriage is illumined and better understood through the relationship of Christ to the Church. However, the comparison also works the other way: the relationship of Christ to the Church can be better understood through marriage.  John Paul insists that the analogy of Ephesians 5 moves from the Christ-Church relationship to the husband-wife relationship. In this sense, the Christ-Church relationship is a model for the husband-wife relationship. “The call of the author of the Letter to the Ephesians, directed to spouses, [is] that they model their reciprocal relationship on the relationship of Christ to the Church . . .” [13]  Most often, Paul’s words have been read as teaching that the Church’s relationship with Christ was illumined by the husband-wife relationship. John Paul insists that the analogy works in the other direction as well. “Christ’s “love is an image and above all a model of the love which the husband should show to his wife in marriage, when the two are subject to each other ‘out of reverence for Christ’.”[14]
One of the profound mysteries of marriage is that they “become one flesh.”  Yet, they remain individuals.  Saint Paul in his Letter to the Ephesians seems to acknowledge the “one flesh” aspect of marriage when he speaks of the husband as the head of the wife. The same aspect is applied to Christ who is “head of the Church,” but he is also a “husband.”  These two characteristics (“one flesh” and still bride-bridegroom) must always be kept in mind when studying St. Paul’s analogy. “In a certain sense, love makes the ‘I’ of the other person his own ‘I’: the ‘I’ of the wife, I would say, becomes through love the ‘I” of the husband. The body is the expression of that ‘I’.”[15]  “The wife, being the object of the spousal love of the husband, becomes ‘one flesh’ with him: in a certain sense, his ‘own’ flesh.”[16]  In a startling insight, the Pope even suggests that the a wife’s “submissiveness” to the husband “signifies above all the ‘experiencing of love’ “ in the conjugal embrace.”[17]  Obviously, if this interpretation is accepted, the “submission” of the wife is even more the result of the commitment of love made in the marriage vows!

“Husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. For no one hates his own flesh but rather nourishes and cherishes it, even as Christ does the church” (Ephesians 5:28-29).  In this passage, of course, St. Paul again emphasizes the “one flesh” union, but in this context, the emphasis is on how the husband is to “care for” “his own flesh,” i.e., the body of his wife.  These lines help us “to understand, at least in a general way, the dignity of the body and the moral imperative to care for its good.”[18] In the “one flesh” union of marriage, love is expressed in part by the care of the spouse’s body, i.e., the care of  his or her flesh.

After the emphasis on the care of the body, St. Paul in verse 5:31 quotes Genesis 2:24: “For this reason a man shall leave [his] father and [his] mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh."  John Paul sees in this phrase a linkage between the revelation of God in Genesis through Adam and Eve and the definitive revelation of God in Christ.  Since marriage, established by God at the dawn of creation, revealed something of the love of the Trinity (because as images of God united in marriage, Adam and Eve manifested something of divine love) and marriage can be compared to the union of Christ and the Church, then there is obviously a link between the revelation of God’s love through marriage and the definitive revelation of God in Christ.  “St. Paul sets in relief the continuity between the most ancient covenant which God established by constituting marriage in the very work of creation, and the definitive covenant in which Christ, after having loved the Church and given Himself up for her, is united to her in a spousal way, corresponding to the images of spouses.  This continuity of God’s salvific initiative constitutes the essential basis of the great analogy contained in the Letter to the Ephesians.”[19]  God manifested Himself through Adam and Eve, individually, (since they were each images of God) and through their marriage, a reflection of the Trinity. God completed this revelation in Christ who is also “married” to the Church.  (Although we can never lose sight of the other “image” of the Church, also taught by St. Paul: that Christ and the Church are one and form one “mystical” body, i.e., one mystical person.[20])

The image of the marriage of Christ and the Church in Ephesians takes up an analogy present in Isaiah:[21] “Fear not, you shall not be put to shame; you need not blush, for you shall not be disgraced. The shame of your youth you shall forget, the reproach of your widowhood no longer remember. For he who has become your husband is your Maker; his name is the LORD of hosts; Your redeemer is the Holy One of Israel, called God of all the earth. The LORD calls you back, like a wife forsaken and grieved in spirit, A wife married in youth and then cast off, says your God. For a brief moment I abandoned you, but with great tenderness I will take you back. In an outburst of wrath, for a moment I hid my face from you; But with enduring love I take pity on you, says the LORD, your redeemer. This is for me like the days of Noah, when I swore that the waters of Noah should never again deluge the earth; So I have sworn not to be angry with you, or to rebuke you. Though the mountains leave their place and the hills be shaken, My love shall never leave you nor my covenant of peace be shaken, says the LORD, who has mercy on you.”  In this passage, God refers to Israel as wife and Himself as husband.  However, writes the Pope, “the analogy of spousal love and of marriage appears only when the ‘Creator’ and the ‘Holy One of Israel’ of the text of Isaiah is manifested as ‘Redeemer.”[22]  And the Redeemer, as revealed by the New Testament, is Christ.  John Paul notes that the beginning of the St. Paul’s letter to the Ephesians speaks of God’s love for humanity in a paternal way.  Paul begins his letter to the Ephesians in verse 1:3 with the acknowledgement that God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, “has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavens.”  In the beginning, God’s love was paternal, the love of a Father. But then, in Christ, in the Redeemer, it has a spousal character because the love is revealed in and through a human body, in and through Christ’s body.  Just as Adam and Eve revealed something of God’s love, so in the incarnate Son, we see God’s love revealed in the flesh and so paternal love is in a way transformed and completed by the “spousal,” i.e., revealed in and through a human body, love of Christ.  In the full understanding of the Trinity revealed in the New Testament, the image of Isaiah is deepened and made clearer. Only in Christ the Redeemer can the “spousal” love of God be seen clearly.  He, Christ, makes visible what has been in hidden in God. His body is a sign revealing the invisible, as were the bodies of Adam and Eve. A sign which reveals an invisible reality is in a generic sense a sacrament.

But the “spousal” character of  Christ’s love has its source not just in the “continuity” between the visible sign of the human body (in Christ and in Adam and Eve) expressing the hidden reality of God, but also because Christ’s love confers grace, sanctifying grace, or holiness. Adam and Eve were “elected” in Christ Jesus before the world began.  Adam and Eve as the first spouses were “graced” before original sin and Christ restores grace to us living after sin.  “To the marriage of the first husband and wife, as a sign of the supernatural gracing of man in the sacrament of creation, there corresponds the marriage, or rather the analogy of the marriage, of Christ with the Church, as the fundamental ‘great’ sign of the supernatural gracing of man in the sacrament of redemption.”[23]  Further, John Paul writes “So the mystery hidden in God from all eternity – the mystery that ‘in the beginning,’ in the sacrament of creation, became a visible reality through the union of the first man and woman in the perspective of marriage – becomes in the sacrament of redemption a visible reality of the indissoluble union of Christ with the Church, which the author of the Letter to the Ephesians presents as the nuptial union of spouses, husband and wife.”[24]  The “spousal” character of Christ’s love is fundamentally on the foundation of making the mystery hidden in God from all eternity visible in and through a human body and, secondarily, on the gracing which Christ accomplished as compared with the gracing of our first parents.  We might say that making visible in and through a human body what has been hidden from all eternity in God is the “means” of the sacrament of Creation (the marriage of Adam and Eve) and the sacrament of the Redemption (Christ). The effect of the sacrament of Creation and the effect of the sacrament of Redemption is the gracing of humanity.

Marriage then is, as the Pope writes, the primordial sacrament because its method and its effect were renewed and taken up in the sacrament of Redemption and in its continued presence through the Church.  Founded on the analogy with the sacrament of Creation (the marriage of Adam and Eve), the Church can be said to be the bride of Christ because as “one flesh” with Christ, the Church reveals God and confers grace on humanity.  Marriage, the sacrament of Creation, was the foundation of how God works in the world.

But marriage is also one of the seven sacraments because Christ raised this blessing “not forfeited by original sin”[25] to the level of one of the seven sacraments in order to make it possible for all human beings to live marriage in the way it was “from the beginning.” The graces of the sacrament of marriage help couples to overcome the wounds of sin and love each other as Adam and Eve loved each other in the Garden of Eden before sin entered their world.  “As much as ‘concupiscence’ darkens the horizon of the inward vision  and deprives the heart of the clarity of desires and aspirations, so much does ‘life according to the spirit’ (that is, the grace of the sacrament of marriage) permit man and woman to find again the true liberty of the gift, united to the awareness of the spousal meaning of the body in its masculinity and femininity.”[26]  Living according to the spirit, i.e., in the life of grace, spouses are capable of loving as they should and through that same grace have the hope of heaven in and through Christ.  They also, by the generous will of God, have the possibility of granting new life to new persons who will populate both this world on earth and eventually, God willing, the Kingdom of Heaven. Marriage, because it is a sacrament, engenders joy (because spouses love each other and are loved in return), and hope for eternity with God in heaven. Parents also find joy in the earthly life of children, and hope for them to live with God (and with the parents) for all eternity.

The sign of the sacrament of marriage is constituted by the intention of the spouses, indicated by their vows, to give themselves to each other in and through their masculinity and femininity.  The “material” element of the sacrament of marriage are the bodies of the two spouses.  Their flesh and blood, as a gift to one another, can be compared to the water in Baptism or the bread and wine of the Eucharist.  

Their bodies speak a language—the language of mutual self-donation to one another.  If this language is expressing truth—if they give themselves to one another in and through their bodies—the husband and wife are living out the sacrament: their bodies become the visible sign of an interior reality.  If the language of their bodies expresses a falsehood, they are “lying.” One lie spouses sometimes speak with their bodies is adultery where one or both of the spouses tries to “speak” a self-donation through his or her body with someone who is not his or her spouse.  Conjugal fidelity is truth and adultery is non-truth, “a falsity of the ‘language of the body.’ . . . We can then say that the essential element for marriage as a sacrament is the ‘language of the body’ in its aspects of truth. It is precisely by means of that that the sacramental sign is, in fact, constituted.”[27]
After a pause for over fifteen months (occasioned by the 1983 Holy Year of the Redemption) John Paul continued the fifth cycle of the Theology of the Body on May 23, 1984.  In nos. 109, 110 and 111, the Pope comments on the Song of Songs.  In no. 112, he takes up the story in the of Sarah and Tobiah in the Book of Tobit.  No. 113 constitutes the conclusion of the fifth cycle.  He writes at the very beginning of no. 109, “What I intend to explain in the coming weeks constitutes as it were the crowning of what I have illustrated.”[28]
John Paul’s three addresses on the Song of Songs is almost poetry in itself.  The Pope uses all of his poetic and dramatic skill (and, of course, in the Pope this talent is substantial because John Paul is an accomplished poet and playwright) to demonstrate that the bride and the groom in the Song of Songs are depicted as they speak the “language of the body” according to the truth of their mutual love. The bride, the Pope writes, speaks to the groom “through every feminine trait, giving rise to that state of mind that can be defined as fascination, enchantment.  This female ‘I’ is expressed almost without words; nevertheless, the ‘language of the body’ expressed wordlessly finds a rich echo in the groom’s words, in his speaking that is full of poetic transport and metaphors, which attest to the experience of beauty, a love of satisfaction.”[29]  No other Pope has ever spoken this way!

In no. 110, the John Paul reminds his readers (and listeners at the time the audience was given) that the bride and the groom are both responding to a set of values, the values pertaining to human personhood in all the truth of an individual’s masculinity or femininity.  He insists that the values the bride and groom see in one another are constituted not just by the body, but by the personhood of both.  Each responds to the person revealed in and through their bodies---not just to the body itself.  The groom calls his beloved, “sister” and this term connotes a shared history, as though both were of the same family.  “The groom’s words, through the name ‘sister,’ tend to reproduce, I would say, the history of the femininity of the person loved. They see her still in the time of girlhood and they embrace her entire ‘I,’ soul and body, with a disinterested tenderness.”[30]  The term ‘sister’ also connotes a certain responsibility which both have for one another. This responsibility to a brother or sister reminds us that the Pope has previously taught that spouses have entrusted themselves, their entire beings, to one another and that their human dignity is in a certain sense “assigned” as a responsibility to their spouse. Each spouse is to insure that the dignity of the other is not violated or harmed, most particularly in their marital life.

In an interesting interpretation of the words, “You are an enclosed garden, my sister, my bride, an enclosed garden, a fountain sealed,”[31] the Pope sees an affirmation that the bride is “master of her own mystery.”  “The ‘language of the body’ reread in truth keeps pace with the discovery of the interior inviolability of the person.”[32]  The Pope reminds us in this passage that even in the intimate “belonging” of spouses, the individual person which is at its deepest point incommunicable, remains.  Although spouses belong to one another through their mutual self-donation, their own personhood never disappears in the other.  Their own individual mysteries as images of God always remain.  The inviolability of the person leads to a continual and constant mutual discovery and re-discovery.  If there were not always something new, something fascinating, about the other, i.e., if everything about the other could be known and “possessed” in the first week or year, marriage would be agony. But even after decades, spouses still discover and re-discover each other because each of them retains (and cannot help but retain) his or own personhood which can never be fully communicated.  John Paul re-iterates this point in his next address when he writes, in the dynamic of love painted in the Song of Songs, “there is indirectly revealed the near impossibility of one person’s being appropriated and mastered by the other.  The person is someone who surpasses all measures of appropriation and domination, of possession and gratification.”[33]  Since the ‘language of the body’ spoken in the Song of Songs seems, on the one hand, to tend towards possession, but, also, on the other hand, recognizes the impossibility of such possession, there is a tension not entirely resolved in this text.  John Paul sees the resolution of the tension in St. Paul’s words about love: “Love is patient, love is kind. It is not jealous, [love] is not pompous, it is not inflated, it is not rude, it does not seek its own interests, it is not quick-tempered, it does not brood over injury, it does not rejoice over wrongdoing but rejoices with the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never fails.”[34]  The “language of the body” recognizing the personal dignity and inviolability of the other person, requires that romantic (the Pope uses the term “eros”) love be taken up into the selfless love which was clearly revealed to us by Christ. Only in that refined love, characterized by purity, can the “assignment” of the dignity of each spouse to the other be fulfilled.

This “assignment” of each spouse’s dignified personhood to the other  means that love has objective requirements which each “lover” must subjectively embrace.  Love is as the Holy Father mentions “stern” as death.  This point is explicitly made in the Book of Tobit where Tobiah faces death on his wedding night.  Tobiah married Sarah whose previous seven husbands had all died before consummating their marriages with her.  Therefore, Tobiah and Sarah, before speaking the “language of the body” in the marital embrace ask God’s blessing on their union.  They pray together.  “They see with the glance of faith the sanctity of this vocation in which – through the unity of the two, built upon the mutual truth of the ‘language of the body’—they must respond to the call of God himself . . .   .”[35]  There is an objective content of love which must be spoken by spouses.  Otherwise the “language of the body” does not correspond to the truth of the dignity of the spouses.  Further, this “objective” content is set by God Himself.  Of course, the spouses must make this “objective” content part of each of their subjective attitudes towards themselves and one another.  In other words, the romantic aspects of the “language of the body” revealed in the Song of Songs must be merged with the objective “givens” of human dignity in each of the spouses’ attitudes towards themselves and the other.

In the final address of this fifth cycle, John Paul integrates Paul’s vision of marriage in Ephesians 5 with his analysis of the Song of Songs and of Tobit.  He also links both of these with the sacrament of marriage as a renewal of the sacrament of creation.  The liturgical language of the sacrament of marriage “assigns to both, the man and the woman, love, fidelity and conjugal honesty through the ‘language of the body.’ It assigns them the unity and indissolubility of marriage in the ‘language of the body.” It assgins them as a duty all the ‘sacrum’ (holy) of the person.”[36]  The holiness, the mystery of each person, is the result of God’s creative action because each of us is created in the image and likeness of God.  Each of us reflects an infinitesmal aspect of the mystery of God Himself.  Each of us is an image of God, a “spark of the divine.”  “The ‘language of the body,’ as an uninterrupted continuity of liturgical language, is expressed not only as the mutual attraction and mutual pleasure of the Song of Songs, but also as a profound experience of the ‘sacrum’ (the holy), which seems to be  infused in the very masculinity and femininity through the dimension of the ‘mysterium’ (mystery): the ‘mysterium magnum’ [the great mystery] of the Letter to the Ephesians, which sinks its roots precisely in the ‘beginning,’ that is, in the mystery of the creation of man: male and female in the image of God, called from ‘the beginning’ to be the visible sign of God’s creative love.”[37]
The “language of the body” is liturgical because liturgy is the language of sacraments. The “language of the body” is the language of the sacrament (in the generic sense) of the body, i.e., of the body’s capability of making visible what has been hidden for all eternity in God.  Thus, the Pope can teach that the “language of the body” is an “uninterrupted continuity of liturgical language.”  This “language of the body,” the language of the sacrament of the body, is spoken in the romantic “words” of the Song of Songs, but it also must speak the dignity and mystery of the human person, of the human spouses. The profound mystery of each human person, the source of his or her dignity, is inscribed into each human person when God created him or her in the image and likeness of Himself.

  But in order for spouses to speak the “language of the body” in truth, not just through its “romantic words,” but also and more importantly by incorporating the dignity and value of both of them into their “language of the body,” they need to be purified from the effects of sin, from concupiscence.  They are made able to speak the “language of the body,” affirming in their mutual mysteries, the ‘great mystery’ of the Letter to the Ephesians, through the gift of grace given in the sacrament of Matrimony.

As one can see, the Pope’s conclusion to his fifth cycle of the Theology of the Body addresses, set in prose, is almost poetry.  The “word painting” is more descriptive then discursive.  Yet, we grasp his main line of thought.  There can be no doubt that the Church has never given such a vision of marriage.  The union of romance and true love in the “language of the body,” essential to marriage, is a call to all spouses to live their marriages as Adam and Eve lived theirs before sin.  Spouses are asked by the Pope to make the objective content of love part of their subjective “language of the body,” and so to express truth through their bodies.  Part of this truth is that life is always part of love. Since the life-giving characteristic of love is under attack in our culture, the Pope devotes the last cycle, the sixth one, to this one characteristic of the truth of love.

(Rev.) Richard M. Hogan

                                                                               January 12, 2004. 
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Chapter 8 Humanae Vitae (On Human Life)
The previous cycle (5th cycle) of the Theology of the Body series discussed the question of marriage as presented primarily in the fifth chapter of Ephesians. As we have seen, in that analysis of marriage John Paul applied the results of the studies of the human body-person undertaken in the first three cycles.  In those first three cycles, as the reader may remember, the Holy Father discussed the human person in the Garden of Eden before sin (1st cycle), the human person after sin, i.e., historical man, (2nd cycle), and the human person after the Second Coming and the final resurrection (3rd cycle). The first three cycles took their beginnings from the words of Christ: his teaching that divorce was not allowed “in the beginning” (1st cycle), that looking lustfully constitutes “adultery in the heart” (2nd cycle), and that after the final resurrection, there is no giving and taking in marriage (3rd cycle).  In each of these three conditions of the human person, the human body manifested, revealed and expressed the human person, but in different ways.   The results of these analyses illuminated the question of virginity and celibacy in the fourth cycle and the question of marriage in the fifth cycle.

The final cycle of the Theology of the Body series, nos. 114-129, the crowning conclusion of the entire set of reflections, re-reads the encyclical of Pope Paul VI, Humanae Vitae, On Human Life, promulgated on July 25, 1968, in light of  the results of the first three cycles of his Theology of the Body series.  In this last cycle, the Pope also uses the results of his study of marriage undertaken in the fifth cycle. In the sixth cycle, John Paul addresses the “problem” of Humanae Vitae.
Humanae Vitae is the well-known “birth control” encyclical.  In this world-famous document, Pope Paul VI responded to the advent of the contraceptive pill in the early  1960’s by holding that it (i.e., the pill) and all other contraceptive devices were immoral violations of the marital union of husband and wife. It is fair to say that no teaching of the Church since the sixteenth century has been as thoroughly rejected and even ignored as Pope Paul VI’s Humanae Vitae.  In fact, it was rejected before it was even read!

On the evening July 25th, 1968, the day the encyclical was released in Rome, but before the text of the Pope’s new document was even available in the United States (those were the days before the instant electronic movement of documents via the Internet), interested parties on the east coast of the U.S. were calling prominent scholars, theologians, priests, religious brothers and sisters, to solicit their names for a full-page ad opposing the teaching of Pope Paul VI to appear the next day in the New York Times.  While some refused to lend their names to the ad (partly because they believed it was patently unfair and unjust to oppose something from the Pope which they had not even read!!!), sixty-seven other Catholic priests, scholars, and religious signed this ad BEFORE THEY HAD EVEN READ THE TEXT.  Humanae Vitae might be said to have been “dead on arrival,” at least in the U.S.  Other parts of the world reacted with as much or more opposition. At least two national conferences of bishops voiced unprecedented objections to the papal teaching. Although Pope Paul VI probably knew that his teaching would raise a bit of a storm, he would not have been human if he were not surprised at the violence of the opposition.  It is interesting to note that from July 25, 1968 until his death on August 6, 1978, some ten years later, Pope Paul VI never issued another encyclical.  Some suggest that the reason why he never wrote another encyclical after Humanae Vitae was because of the opposition that encyclical occasioned.

John Paul alludes to the storm over Humanae Vitae when he writes that “the encyclical, in responding to some questions of today in the field of conjugal and family morality, at the same time, also raised other questions, as we know, of a bio-medical nature.  But also (and above all) they are of a theological nature; they belong to that sphere of anthropology and theology that we have called ‘theology of the body.’  The reflections we made consist in facing the questions raised with regard to the Encyclical Humanae Vitae. The reaction that the encyclical aroused confirms the importance and the difficulty of these questions.” [1]  John Paul goes on to say that the questions arising from Humanae Vitae “permeate the sum total of our reflections.”[2]  In other words, John Paul determined very early in his pontificate, within the first year, to address the questions arising from Humanae Vitae.  He decided to address these questions through his Theology of the Body.  In addition, he specifically notes that these addresses, resulting from objections and questions presented to the Church in light of Humanae Vitae, constitute a development of divine Revelation because they examine the “problem” of Humanae Vitae from the point of view of the individual human person. “The analysis of the personalistic aspects of the Church’s doctrine, contained in Paul VI’s encyclical, emphasizes a determined appeal to measure man’s progress on the basis of the ‘person,’ that is of what is good for man as man—what corresponds to his essential dignity.  The analysis of the personalistic aspects leads to the conviction that the encyclical presents as a fundamental problem the viewpoint of man’s authentic development; this development in fact is measured to the greatest extent on the basis of ethics and not only on technology.”[3]
In the teaching of Pope Paul VI found in Humanae Vitae, John Paul recognizes a profound truth about human persons.  Grounding this truth in objective criteria (as Pope Paul VI did—i.e., on the basis of the way God created human beings) is essential, but John Paul II also wants to ground the teaching of the encyclical in what he calls the “true development of man” or “man’s authentic development.”[4] John Paul wants to show through his Theology of the Body that what the Church teaches in an objective way—as given by God at the dawn of Creation—is also the only path for the individual to follow if he or she wishes to develop himself or herself in a truly human way.  Not only does John Paul accept that God created each of us in such a way as to exclude what Paul VI excludes in Humanae Vitae, but he demonstrates through the Theology of the Body addresses that the individual who acts contrary to the teaching in Humanae Vitae harms himself or herself and acts contrary to his or her true and authentic development.  The sins listed in Humanae Vitae are not just contrary to God and human nature, considered in a kind of abstract way, but they harm and hurt the individual who engages in them in his or her own body.  John Paul is at pains to show that the sins listed in Humanae Vitae are not just sins because God “said so,” they are sins because they involve a manipulation and use of human persons.  Since persons are to be loved, and not used, such sins damage, harm, and hurt the individual who engages in them and all those who engage in these with him or her.  The sins listed in Humanae Vitae are not just sins because they violate the biological laws of the human body established by God when He created us, they are sins because the violations of human biology are attacks against the human body, i.e., attacks against human persons.  As we quoted above, Humanae Vitae raised questions of  “a bio-medical nature. But … [these] belong to that sphere of anthropology and theology that we have called ‘theology of the body’ ”[5] because the human body is not just a collection of biological functions, but the expression of the individual human person. When one touches the body, one touches the person!

Therefore, as the Pope writes, the reflections on Humanae Vitae, the sixth cycle of the Theology of the Body, “is not artificially added to the sum total but is organically and homogenously united with it.”[6]  In re-reading Humanae Vitae in this sixth cycle, the Pope makes use of the conclusions from the first three cycles and from the fifth cycle.  It is obvious then, that it is necessary to summarize the conclusions from the first three cycles and the fifth before we begin to understand what John Paul is teaching in this final cycle of the Theology of the Body.

The burden of the first and second cycles of the Theology of the Body is to establish that the human body is the expression of the human person.  Further, since each human person is an image of God, not only are we called to express our own persons in and through our bodies, but, called by our very humanity, our creation in the image and likeness of God, we are called to act as God acts and express those acts in and through our human bodies. The human body then can be said to speak a language, the language of our persons, and even the language of God.  In and through our flesh and blood, when we act as God acts, we, individually, reveal something of our own persons and something of God.  Since God loves, we are called to love as He loves and express those loving acts in and through our bodies.  The human body, in its masculinity and femininity, reveals to us that we are called to love, to make a self-donation of ourselves to others—this is the nuptial meaning of the body.  Adam and Eve made such a self-donation to each other and lived a loving communion in the Garden of Eden before sin.

However, sin entered human history with the fall of Adam and Eve to the temptations of Satan.  This fall caused a rupture within man so that the human body no longer always and infallibly responded to the dictates of the personal powers in man, i.e., to the mind and the will.  There was a “constitutive break in the human person, almost a rupture of man’s original spiritual and somatic unity.”[7]  It became very difficult for human persons to love as they should.  This condition was revealed to Adam and Eve in and through their bodies by their changed experience of their own nakedness after sin.  Still, they were not completely destroyed and they were still called to love as before and to express that love in and through their bodies.  Now, however, they needed the help of a Redeemer and so God the Son became man, suffered, died, was buried, and rose from the dead accomplishing the redemption of the body.  This redemption of the body meant that  human persons now had the help of divine grace which made it possible, if not easy, to love as they should.  But that love required an effort, even with the help of grace. That effort is the work of purity, of the power to see in every one, most especially in those of the opposite sex, the dignity and value of the person revealed in and through their masculinity or femininity.

The first and second cycles showed that there were two ways the human body “spoke” the language of personhood: in the Garden of Eden before sin; and in “historical” man after sin redeemed by Christ.  There is a third way, the fulfillment of the redemption of the body.  That third way will be realized after the Second Coming when our bodies will be resurrected and reunited with our souls.  This third way that the body speaks the language of personhood was sketched in the third cycle of the Theology of the Body, the one that considered the state of human persons after the resurrection of their bodies.

The fifth cycle of the Theology of the Body concluded that the sacrament of Creation, i.e., making God visible in and through a human body, was taken up again in Christ Who made God visible perfectly because His body expressed and revealed God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.   Adam and Eve’s human bodies “spoke” the language of personhood, i.e., they revealed themselves in and through their bodies, but they also revealed God Himself.  Further, they were “graced” in their love for one another.  Theirs was a spousal love which revealed the mystery hidden in God from all eternity. The “spousal” character of Christ’s love is fundamentally grounded on the foundation of making the mystery hidden in God from all eternity visible in and through a human body and, secondarily, on the gracing which Christ accomplished as compared with the gracing of our first parents.  Therefore, the sacrament of redemption is founded on the sacrament of creation. But all this can be accomplished only if the human body in speaking the language of personhood, speaks that language truthfully.

In the first address of the sixth cycle, no. 114, John Paul notes that he does not plan to comment on the entire text of Humanae Vitae, but only on the central passage which speaks of the two significances of the marital act: conjugal love and procreation. (In the Theology of the Body addresses, John Paul uses the term “significances” of the marital act.  In the usual English translation of Humanae Vitae, the Latin for “significances” is translated as “meanings,” i.e., the two meanings of the marital act are the conjugal love meaning and the procreative meaning.  Since we are following the Theology of the Body addresses, we will use the English translation of the Pope’s addresses and continue to refer to the two “significances” of the marital act.)   As is well known, Pope Paul VI taught that there was an inseparable connection between these two significances of the marital act and that they cannot be separated if the couple is not to sin. In other words, a married couple should never engage in the conjugal act without authentic love and without an openness to the procreation of children.

John Paul then remarks that in the physical union of husband and wife during the conjugal act, it is especially important “that the ‘language of the body’ be re-read in truth. This reading becomes the indispensable condition for acting in truth, that is, for behaving in accordance with the value and the moral norm.”[8]  The couple, each in his or her own way, must re-read the language of each of their bodies in the midst of the conjugal act and realize the truth, the value, expressed.  If done properly, the couple will subjectively internalize the teaching of the encyclical and not be in a state of tension regarding the two significances.  The two will become one reality, under the rubric of their loving union. “The encyclical leads one to see the foundation for the norm [i.e., that the two significances of the marital act are inseparable] which determines the morality of the acts of the man and the woman in the marriage act, and more deeply still in the nature of the subjects of themselves who are performing the act.”[9] This line is the central thesis of the last cycle.  The norm of the encyclical is revealed to the husband and wife in the midst of the conjugal union through their re-reading of the language of their bodies.  The norm is known through the spouses’ own experience of the conjugal union during which they come to know the language that each of their bodies speak.  The teaching of the encyclical is not “out there” in the sense that it is an objective norm imposed on the couple. Rather, it is found in the language of their own bodies.

John Paul sees Humanae Vitae pointing to this truth, i.e., that the inseparable connection of the “two significances” of the marital act can be known by the couple if they correctly read the language of their own bodies, because Paul VI writes that the two significances of the marital act are found in the “fundamental structure” of the marital act written into the very nature of man and woman.  The two significances are found in the act itself, i.e., as John Paul interprets it, in the two subjects, the husband and wife, themselves, or more precisely, in their bodies.  So, “the ‘fundamental structrue’ (that is, the nature) of the marriage act constitutes the necessary basis for an adequate reading and discovery of the two significances that must be carried over into the conscience and the decisions of the acting parties . . .  .”[10]  The couple must come to an awareness through the language of the body of the meaning of the marital act and realize themselves that the two significances are inseparable.  This realization will then become part of their consciousnesses and will shape their consciences.  As always, John Paul II shows that the ethical norms of the Gospel must become part of the subject, of the person, who then acts in accordance with those norms.  Further, he is maintaining, as he always does, that the truth of the moral norms can be experienced and “read” in the lives of individuals if they act in accordance with the truth. In the case of norms pertaining to bodily acts (i.e., most of the moral norms), they are experienced and revealed in and through those very bodily acts IF the individual or individuals are “reading” the language of the body according to truth, i.e., they are reading it as it is given without any preconceived notions. 

In the next address, no. 115, John Paul shows that the norm taught in Humanae Vitae is contained in the natural law and is part of the content of the Church’s Tradition. The norm of Humanae Vitae “is in accordance with the sum total of revealed doctrine contained in biblical sources.” [11]  However, and more importantly for the purposes of John Paul’s commentary, the norm of Humanae Vitae can be found in the Theology of the Body, i.e., it can be read by the couple if they look to their own bodies in the midst of the conjugal act and read the language of their bodies in truth.

In the next address, no. 116, John Paul links Humanae Vitae with the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes.  He argues that both documents are pastoral in the sense that they respond to practical questions raised by the men and women of the contemporary world.  Further, both documents were inspired by a genuine concern for the authentic good of each and every person in the world.  “Whoever believes that the Council and the Encyclical do not sufficiently take into account the difficulties present in concrete life does not understand the pastoral concern that was at the origin of those documents.  Pastoral concern means the search for the true good of man, a promotion of the values engraved in his person by God.”[12] Further, it is impossible that the “promotion of the values engraved” in the human person by God cannot be lived. The same God who “engraved” those values created the universe in which human persons live.  God cannot contradict Himself and therefore if these values are correctly read in the individual lives of every human person, they are able to be fulfilled.
Of course, the objection of modern society to the norm of Humanae Vitae is that this norm is not possible because the good of marriage, it is argued, requires the conjugal embrace, but the good of the couple, of society, of the world requires a certain control over population.  The two inseparable significances of the marital act, as taught in Humanae Vitae, seem to be in conflict.  Few would doubt the necessity of an authentic loving conjugal embrace in marriage, but many doubt the necessity of every one of these marital acts being “open to the transmission of life.”  It is argued that truly responsible couples engage in the marital act frequently for the good of their marriage, but at the same time, limit the size of their families.  Therefore, responsible parenthood REQUIRES the modern couple to separate the two significances of the marital act.  In facing this argument, the Pope turns in the next five addresses, nos. 117-121, to the question of responsible parenthood.
In no. 117, John Paul summarizes the well-known teaching of the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes, as well as the teaching of Pope Paul VI in Humanae Vitae concluding that “the relative principle of conjugal morality is, therefore, fidelity to the divine plan manifested in the ‘intimate structure of the conjugal act’ and in the ‘inseparable connection of the two significances of the conjugal act’.”[13]  This normative teaching must be one of the principles which form the consciences of married couples.  Furthermore, responsible parenthood is not simply the case of a couple postponing a pregnancy, but rather it is the couple conforming themselves to the divine plan.  For some couples, this could mean a large family and for others it could mean a smaller family.  The task of each couple is to discern what is prudent in their particular situation.  In this address, John Paul is summarizing the objective norms of the Church’s teaching.  He continues this same tone in the next address, no. 118, when he teaches that even if a couple has sufficient prudential reasons to avoid a pregnancy, the means by which they postpone a pregnancy are important.  Even if a couple is motivated by “acceptable reasons” to avoid a pregnancy, this does not allow the use of contraception because they should never change the “very structure of the conjugal act.”[14]  But, John Paul insists, this norm has a pastoral character and therefore can be discovered in the pedagogy of the body. In other words, couples can discover this norm by re-reading the language of their bodies in the midst of the conjugal act.
The language of the body expressed in the conjugal union is a complete self-gift of each spouse to the other.  The body of the husband expresses and reveals his person.  The body of the wife expresses and reveals her person.  In their wedding vows, they both chose to give themselves to each other in the union of marriage.  This gift is expressed, renewed, and made concrete in the marital act. In other words, they speak their total gift of themselves to each other in the language of their bodies during the marital act.  The marital act is not a true self-gift made by each of them to the other if they do not give themselves completely in their entire being, all the potentialities of their persons, body and soul.  If in the midst of the gift, they should hold back, refuse to give, some aspect of their selves, then the language of their bodies which expresses a self-gift, is in fact a lie.  As the Pope taught in The Apostolic Exhortation on the Family, Familiaris Consortio, “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.”[15]  The contraceptive marital act is not an act of love because the conjugal union is “deprived of its interior truth,”[16] because its interior truth—the truth of their bodies—includes the possibility of new life. In effect, the couple contracepting speaks a lie with the language of their bodies.

A gift is a disinterested present made by one person to another to benefit the recipient, not the one giving.  For example, at Christmas time, we try to give gifts which will please and benefit the recipient.  If, in giving, we are trying to benefit ourselves, e.g., a brother gives his sister a new CD player only because he wants to use it all the time, this is quickly recognized as a non-gift, as an act which benefits the supposed giver, and not the recipient.  Such a “gift” is in effect not a gift because a gift is defined as something for the benefit of the recipient.  The marital act is a gift of one spouse to the other for the sake of the spouse.  Clearly, then, the act must not be done for the benefit of the one giving. (Of course, since both have this attitude and the act is a mutual giving, both usually benefit, but the motive of each must be for the benefit of the other.)  Selfishness is excluded from the marital act.  

Obviously, given the “constitutive break within the human person,”[17] it is difficult in the sexual union to make a dis-interested gift to one’s spouse.  Such an act requires a self-mastery as the Pope has explained in previous addresses in his Theology of the Body series.  The problem with contraception is that instead of a self-mastery, e.g., a postponement of the marital act for the sake of responsible parenthood, the couple claims a control over their own bodies.  They “manipulate and degrade”[18] themselves so that they may engage in the marital act without the possibility of new life.  “The problem consists in maintaining an adequate relationship between what is defined as ‘domination . . . of the forces of nature’ (HV 2) and the ‘mastery of self’ (HV 21) which is indispensable for the human person.  Modern man shows a tendency to transfer the methods of the former to those of the latter. ‘Man has made stupendous progress in the domination and rational organization of the forces of nature,’ we read in the Encyclical, ‘to the point that he is endeavoring to extend this control over every aspect of his own life—over his body, over his mind and emotions, over his social life, and even over the laws that regulate the transmission of life.’ This extension of the sphere of the means of ‘domination of the forces of nature’ menaces the human person for whom the method of ‘self-mastery’ is and remains specific. . .    .  The resort to ‘artificial means’ destroys the constitutive dimension of the person . . . and makes him an object of manipulation.”[19]  Technology is very, very good, but when applied to the human person, body and soul, it must be applied according to the structure of the person.  One of the aspects of the structure of the human person, taught in the Theology of the Body, is that the human body speaks the language of personhood. It speaks this language through all of its functions and so none of these healthy functions should ever be altered, harmed or destroyed.  To do so, is to attack the body as the expression of the person and to manipulate the person.  Contraception alters and harms our fertility, a function of our bodies.

As Pope John Paul II remarks in no. 121, “The concept of morally correct regulation of fertility is nothing other than the rereading of the ‘language of the body’ in truth. . . . It is necessary to bear in mind that the ‘body speaks’ not merely with the whole external expression of masculinity and femininity, but also with the internal structures of the organism.”[20]  One of the criticisms of Pope Paul VI’s teaching in Humanae Vitae was that it rested moral truths on human biology.  The question was asked: “If we can dam up rivers, defy gravity by flying, launch men and machines so that they can journey to the moon, why cannot we alter our own biology?  Why is human biology off limits, but gravity is not?  John Paul answers this question precisely when he teaches that the body is more than its biological parts.  Through these apparently understandable functions, the mystery of the human person and even the mystery of God is expressed.  One way of thinking about this is the old line of high school biology teachers that the human body is worth less than $10 in terms of the minerals and valuables it has within it.  Would any one actually take $10 for a child’s life, or a spouse’s life? Of course not.  We are more than the sum of our biological parts.  In and through the body, it is the mystery of personhood which is expressed and we dare not reduce a human person down to his or her “biology.”  But if couples are to exercise responsible parenthood and at the same time speak the language of self-gift in and through their bodies, it is obviously necessary that the develop a self-mastery or what is sometimes called, continence.

There is no question that this is a daunting task assigned to married couples.  But they have help.  The power of the Holy Spirit is poured out into their hearts through the sacraments, especially those of the Holy Eucharist and the of Reconciliation.  “These are the means—infallible and indispensable—for forming the Christian spirituality of married life and family life.  With these, that essential and  spiritual creative ‘power’ of love reaches human hearts and, at the same time, human bodies in their subjective  masculinity and femininity.”[21]  In the next address, continuing the same subject, the Pope writes that “the powers of concupiscience try to detach the ‘language of the body’ from the truth, that is, they try to falsify it, the power of love instead strengthens it ever anew in that truth, so that the mystery of the redemption of the body can bear fruit in it.”[22]  In this passage, John Paul asserts that the power of love safeguards the language of the body in the marital embrace.  It is important to remember that the language of the body in the marital embrace, as he has previously mentions, includes the possibility of procreation.  Therefore, love has the role of  “safeguarding the inseparable connection between the ‘two meanings’ of the conjugal act.”[23] (Here, the English translation of the Pope’s address uses the phrase, “two meanings.”  Previously, as we have noted, the term was “two significances.”  Clearly, there were different English translators of these addresses.)

Love unites the two “meanings” into one reality because love is the self-gift of the spouses, their whole beings, to each other.  They could not love, they could not give themselves completely to each other and reciprocally accept the gift of the other without at the same time giving and accepting that part of themselves which includes the possibility of life.  Another way of looking at the same problem is to realize that love is THE activity of God, spectacularly manifested in the life of Christ, particularly in His passion, death, and resurrection.  His love was a union of wills (“Not my will, but yours be done), founded on the knowledge that the dignity and value implanted in each and every human being required for its fulfillment that there be at least a possibility of heaven for each and every individual. Love in Christ then is a union of wills based on the recognition of the value of dignity of the one loved.  Christ’s love was a self-gift (what more could have given that what He gave on the cross?).  Christ’s love is also permanent and life-giving. (He remained on the cross to the bitter end and He retains the wounds of His passion in His humanity even now in heaven—and will for all eternity be marked by those wounds. From His wounded side flowed blood and water, the source of the sacramental life of the Church.)  Love then has five characteristics: 1. a union of wills created through a choice; 2. this choice is founded on the dignity of the person loving and one or ones loved;  3. the choice is a self-gift which is 4. permanent and 5. life-giving.  Authentic love unites the inseparable connection of the two “meanings” of the marital act and unites them in one reality.  There really are not two things, but one: love.  But true love cannot be given or received without self-mastery, without overcoming the falsification of love caused by concupiscence. For this reason, couples desperately require the love “poured out to them” by the Holy Spirit through the sacraments, especially those of the Holy Eucharist and Reconciliation.

It is vital to remember that love is founded on the recognition of the dignity and value of oneself and of the ONE LOVED.  This recognition of the other’s dignity and value is essential to love—to giving oneself.  The recognition of the dignity of the other is the REASON why one would choose to make such a stupendous donation: the donation of oneself.  Self-mastery or continence is required for the recognition of the dignity of the other because “concupiscence of the flesh itself, in so far as it seeks above all carnal and sensual satisfaction makes man in a certain sense blind and insensitive to the most profound values.”[24]  If all a husband considers when he sees his wife is “what can she do for me,” he is looking at her solely as one that can satisfy his desires.  He does not see her as a person created for her own sake.  He does not see the awesome and fearful dignity and value with which God created her.  Rather, he sees her as a thing, something to be used, to satisfy his needs or desires.  This is a reduction of the incredible dignity of a human person to an object.  Such a reduction prevents love because love depends on the recognition of the dignity and value both of the one loved and the one giving himself or herself in love.  To “ ‘defer to one another out of reverence for Christ’ (Eph. 5:21) seems to open that interior space in which both become ever more sensitive to the most profound and most mature values that are connected with the spousal significance of the body and with the true freedom of the gift.  If conjugal chastity (and chastity in general) is manifested at first as the capacity to resist the concupiscence of the flesh, it later gradually reveals itself as a singular capacity to perceive, love, and practice those meanings of the ‘language of the body’ which remain altogether unknown to concupiscence itself and which progressively enrich the marital dialogue of the couple, purifying it, deepening it, and at the same time simplifying it.”[25]
Concupiscence is the inordinate desire for sexual gratification.  In a marriage, if one or both partners are acting out of concupiscence, they reduce the significance of the spouse to only one value: the value of his or her ability to satisfy a sexual desire.  There is a reduction of the other person to one aspect.  In this reduction, the other person is not seen as he or she is, but only according to one aspect.  As concupiscence is indulged, it grows and the blindness to the full reality of the other person becomes more and more intense.  Finally, the other is seen solely as the one who satisfies the sexual desire.  Eventually, others will be found who will do this in a more exciting way or in a different and new way.  The blindness to the full truth of the other person makes the love-union of marriage senseless and impossible.  Even if the marriage does not end in divorce, there remains little of the original communion of persons which supposedly the spouses commenced when they said their vows.  Since we are created as images of God to love as He loves, a loveless marriage renders life meaningless and empty because “life is senseless” without love.[26]
However, self-mastery, achieved through continence, allows one to look beyond the spouse as merely one who satisfies a sexual longing.  The sexual longing desires to possess the other person in order to satisfy itself.  In mastering this longing, one does not give up any hope of receiving the other (although it may seem like that on occasion and especially at first), but rather the sexual longing is mastered and subordinated so that one will be able to receive the other as a true gift of the other in all the mystery and awe of his or her personhood. When this occurs in a marriage, the spouses are in awe of the wonder and absolute astonishing gift they have received: precisely the gift of another human person in his or her entire mystery as a person who reflects the infinity of God.  The joy of receiving this gift so transcends any merely carnal satisfaction that no one would ever want to return to merely seeking a sexual satisfaction from the other.  Further, the awe and wonder at the gift of the spouse (How can I be so incredibly fortunate as to be the recipient of the self-gift of this other marvelous, wondrous person?) extends to an awe and wonder at the creative power of God who created the spouse and enabled him or her to give himself or herself to me.  The awe and wonder at the gift of the spouse and at God quickly turns to gratitude and gratitude always increases love.  In such couples, the love of each other grows almost daily and the love of God also increases.  

The Pope teaches that the apparent contradiction in Humanae Vitae between the two meanings of the marital act disappears with love.  “There would be a ‘contradiction’ (according to those who offer this objection) between the meanings of the conjugal act, the unitive meaning and the procreative meaning (cf. HV 12), so that if it were not licit to separate them, the couple would be deprived of the right to conjugal union when they could not responsibly be permitted to procreate.”[27]  There is no contradiction because in accepting the spouse for who he or she is in all the mystery of his or her creation, including his or her fertility, the other spouse also refuses to do harm to the spouse or to the marriage.  If it is not prudent to bring a child into the world, and each spouse truly loves the other, accepts the other as he or she actually is, why would either one INSIST on the privileges of marriage---this would not be an act of love, but simply the surrender to sexual longing. Such a surrender is excluded by the love each has for the other.  The sexual longing is subordinated to the love and is mastered through continence FOR THE SAKE OF THE MUCH GREATER GIFT.  As the Pope writes, “It is indeed a matter of not doing harm to the communion of the couple in the case where for just reasons they should abstain from the conjugal act.”[28]
Of course, this self-giving love, founded on self-mastery, is not usually easy. But couples grow in their ability to love as they should as they pass through life.  They also help one another and above all, they must make use of the powers of the Holy Spirit, dispensed through the sacraments.  Neither Pope Paul VI or Pope John Paul II is teaching that this is “easy” for couples, especially at first.  They are, however, teaching that it is the only path for true happiness because the only “way” for man is love (a paraphrase of some language John Paul II used in his first encyclical, Redeemer of Man, Redemptor Hominis.)  As John Paul notes in the next address, no. 125, “It is often thought that continence causes inner tensions from which man must free himself.  In the light of the analyses we have done, continence, understood integrally, is rather the only way to free man from such tensions.”[29]
A man and a woman in coming to know each other, when the beginnings of a relationship are occurring, experience both an emotional excitement and what might be called sensual reactions.  The sensual reactions might be called the anticipation of the sexual pleasure of the conjugal act.  The emotional response, while conditioned by the masculinity or femininity of the other, is often expressed by “manifestations of affection.”[30] Continence does not suppress these reactions so much as direct them according to the true value of the other person.  “Continence is not only . . . the ability to ‘abstain,’  that is, mastery over the multiple reactions, . . . but there is also another role . . . of self-mastery: it is the ability to direct the respective reactions, both as to their content and their character.”[31]   

Following this line of thought, John Paul makes explicit in the next address, no. 126, what has already been implied.  A particular couple’s application of their knowledge of human fertility either to achieve or to postpone a pregnancy is not simply the application of biological knowledge.  The very use of such information pre-supposes self-mastery, otherwise they could not refrain when they should (if it is not prudent to bring another child into the world), nor could they truly give themselves in a loving way when they use the privileges of marriage.  As he puts it, “The knowledge itself of the ‘rhythms of fertility’—even though indispensable—still does not create that interior freedom of the gift, which is by its nature explicitly spiritual and depends on man’s interior maturity.”  This freedom presupposes such a capacity to direct the sensual and emotive reactions as to make possible the giving of self to the other ‘I’ on the grounds of the mature self-possession of one’s own ‘I’ in its corporeal and emotive subjectivity.” [32]  In other words, if I have self-mastery, I possess myself (in the proper sense) and I can make a gift of myself.  Without such self-mastery, there can be no authentic love.

It is also true that couples grow in continence, in self-mastery, as they grow into their marriage.  Therefore, the Church sees in the practice of Natural Family Planning what might be called a school of self-mastery, continence, and love.  While Natural Family Planning is best defined as the knowledge of a couple’s fertility, by applying this knowledge and refraining from the marital embrace at the appropriate times (either because the couple wishes to achieve a pregnancy or because they wish to postpone one), they develop and grow in self-mastery and continence.  This, in turn, develops in them an authentic love for each other and for God.

Almost every priest in the U.S. has had the experience of witnessing the marriage of a young couple who has agreed to take a course in NFP.  In taking this course, the couple may have wanted to use a “natural” method rather than a chemical method of spacing their children and they also may have begun their marriage with a relatively ungenerous attitude toward future children.  The couple faithfully practices NFP, abstaining from the marital embrace at the times the believe it imprudent to conceive a child.  Then, experiencing some difficulty in achieving a pregnancy, they abstain a bit, in order to maximize the chance of conceiving a child.  The first child is born and both husband wife, now mother and father, see the wondrous, awesome gift, God has given to them in the child.  They see their own humanity reproduced.  They come to know each other in a different way, as mother and father, than before and their appreciation and gratitude to each other grows immensely.  They come to see the mystery that each is more and more and they are both awed at the gift they both have received form each other.  They also see in the child a reflection of the divine.  They realize that they alone are not solely responsible for the creation of this child, but that God has had a part in it.  Their gratitude at the awesome gift of their child grows into a greater and greater love for God.  Love of the other spouse also grows in each.  Love of each of them for God grows.  Love is of itself generous—it wishes to share itself with others.  As the spouses grow in their love for each other, their child, and God, they grow more and more generous.

Some years later, they visit the parish where the priest who married them is now serving. They now have (let’s say, only by way of example), four children.  The priest remembers them and also remembers that while they agreed to use NFP, they said that they were going to limit the size of their family to two children.  He sees them now with four and asks why they changed their minds?  They usually cannot explain what happened.  But what happened, was that their love for each other, for their children, and for God grew and grew and their generosity and appreciation of life grew.  NFP had been a school of love for that family. For the Church, as the Pope hints, NFP is not so much a means of spacing children (although it certainly is that), it is primarily a school of love.  (Of course, this example is not intended to diminish or to denigrate in any way the challenges of family life today.  But, without love, those challenges can seem impossible. With love they are manageable.) Obviously, as the Pope has said repeatedly, NFP can become a school of love only if it is accompanied with true prayer and a frequent reception of the sacraments.

In the next address, no. 127, John Paul emphasizes that spouses must use the gifts of the Holy Spirit to help them develop the proper attitude of love towards one another.  In speaking about the sacraments and prayer, the Pope previously accented sanctifying grace, the life of God we receive through the sacraments.  In this address, and the next one, no. 128, he mentions the more transcendent work of the Holy Spirit through the seven gifts.  Couples, the Pope, teaches need to develop a reverential fear before one another. This “fear of the Lord” does not mean to cower in terror, but rather an awe at the work of God in creating the other person, the spouse, and even in giving life to the children of the spouses.  Each of us reflects God in our own unique ways.  Each of us is an icon of God. In recognizing the aspect of the divine mystery present in each of us, spouses need to see in one another the spark of the divine. Respect for each other “is manifested as a salvific fear: fear of violating or degrading what bears in itself the sign of the divine mystery of creation and redemption.”[33]  This amounts, as the gift matures, to a “veneration for the essential values of the conjugal union . . . [a] veneration for the interior truth of the mutual ‘language of the body’.”[34]  The gift of the Holy Spirit called the fear of the Lord helps each and every one of us to hold in awe and reverence everything that is sacred and holy.  Every single human person is, in a sense, sacred and holy because every single one of us is created in the image and likeness of God and is redeemed by Christ.  Since spouses “touch” the mystery of each other in an extraordinarily profound way, more profoundly than in any other human relationship, their awe and wonder, their “salvific fear” of each other must be in place.  The gift of “salvific fear” in the presence of the sacred can help spouses always to hold each other in great awe and wonder and always remind them of the gift that each of them is to the other.

Continuing the same theme in the next address, no. 128, John Paul writes: “The attitude of respect for the work of God, which the Spirit stirs up in the couple, has an enormous significance” because it develops in the couple a “capacity for deep satisfaction, admiration, disinterested attention to the ‘visible’ and at the same time the ‘invisible’ beauty of femininity and masculinity, and finally a deep appreciation for the disinterested gift of the ‘other’.”[35]  

The argument of Pope John Paul II for the teaching of Humanae Vitae in the sixth cycle of the Theology of the Body can be summarized as follows. Authentic love is not possible without self-mastery which only is attained with an effort of the will aided by the virtue of continence given through God’s grace.  Therefore, the sacraments are essential to authentic love.  In addition, the gifts of the Holy Spirit help the couple develop that awe and wonder at each other which helps them to “reverence each other” (Ephesians 5:21) as they would Christ.  Authentic love always includes the possibility of life because without such a possibility, there is no love.

In beginning the discussion of the sixth cycle of the Theology of the Body, we quoted from the last address, no. 129 and so it will not be necessary to summarize it again at this point.

 There is no question that the entire corpus of Pope John Paul II’s Theology of the Body was intended as a exposition of the teaching of Humanae Vitae.  However, it is much more than that.  Taking Christ’s words as the departure point, the first three cycles of the Theology of the Body represent first of all a bit of a theological experiment using the data of the earliest human experiences recorded in Genesis as a mine of material for a phenomenological examination of the human person.  But since these recorded experiences are contained in the inspired Word of God, the language used to record the experiences also contains Revelation about ourselves and God.  The phenomenological examination of human experiences leads to questions about the meaning of human life and also to some answers, but the Revelation of the Scriptures also answers such questions.  In fact, Revelation gives definitive answers and phenomenology, as any philosophy, gives some preliminary and incomplete answers.  But the combination of phenomenology and Revelation yields this double flow of data about the human person and a new way of formulating the truths contained in Revelation. Therefore, the first three cycles of the Theology of the Body results in a genuine development in our understanding of the mystery of human personhood as revealed to us by God most definitively in Christ.  The fifth cycle reformulates the teaching of St. Paul in Ephesians 5 on marriage and its sacramentality in light of the previous analyses in the first three cycles.  This reformulation yields new insights and new developments. The fourth cycle on celibacy and virginity might seem out of place at first, but is vitally necessary, as a prelude to the discussion of the sacramentality of marriage, because celibacy and virginity are for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven and that is the point of the sacrament of marriage, i.e., spouses in marriage are to help each other come to the glory of heaven.  In this cycle, as in the fifth, there are some new developments. Each cycle in its own way prepares for the crowning conclusion found in the sixth cycle, but each cycle also has new insights and new ways of teaching what the Gospel has always taught.  Needless to say, the re-reading of Humanae Vitae in the sixth cycle is not just a re-reading, but a genuine and profound deepening, or grounding, of the teaching of that encyclical in the roots of the Theology of the Body.  We must all always and everywhere give thanks to God for the teaching of Pope John Paul II in the Theology of the Body series, but also in everything else he has taught the world in his twenty-five years plus as the Vicar of Christ! Ad multos annos!
                                                                                           Rev. Richard M. Hogan

                                                                                           March 31, 2004
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