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Norma’s Question


‘Chastity’ has become a word for antiquarians. It describes a set of attitudes and a code of behaviour associated with a past age. Many rejoice to see it bygone. Hearing the word spoken today, we are more likely to think of thwarted sexuality than of dew-besprinkled strength of virtue ‘fresh as Dian’s visage’.

The unravelling of sexual abuse committed by people, overwhelmingly men, who had professed a vow of chaste celibacy has rightly occasioned a surge of rage throughout society. The ideal of chastity appears discredited, certainly as a mandatory form of religious observance. Revealed to have been, often, not just lifeless but deadly, it is present to us now rather as a decomposing corpse awaiting burial. There is grief clinging to it, yes; but is there any reason to mourn its passing?

It is not my purpose to present an apology for chastity. Nor am I writing as a cultural historian intent on chronicling the demise of a human habitus. Mine is primarily a semantic concern.

I must point out, first, that chastity is not coterminous with celibacy. Celibacy is a particular, not particularly common, vocation. Chastity is a virtue for all. If the institutionalization of chastity has occasioned, or fed into, such frustration, such aberration, it is partly through a reduction of perspective whereby an orientation intended to broaden the heart has, instead, constrained it to the point of suffocation.

To tie chastity down, as has been done, to mere mortification of the senses is to make of it a tool to sabotage the flourishing of character. It is also to misunderstand, misrepresent and misapply the meaning of a complex notion. I hope, in this book, to release ‘chastity’ from imprisonment in too narrow categories, allowing it to stretch, extend its limbs, breathe freely, perhaps even sing. I use these images advisedly. Unless chastity has a degree of full-bloodedness, it is not the real thing, but counterfeit. I shall proceed partly by analysis, partly by examples. If I seem to cast my net disconcertingly wide, bear with me. It is as it must be, for we are, I hope you will come to agree, entering a field the length and breadth of which reach far, very far.

It would be disingenuous not to declare, from the outset, personal interest, even a personal agenda. I entered monastic life in 2002, at a time when cases of historical sexual abuse committed by clerics, including monks, were published so often, so fully, in the English press that I went through periods of continuous nausea. To receive the novice’s habit in such a climate was strange. The garment that stood for my noblest, most joyful aspirations established me in some kind of symbolic continuity with the perpetration of deeds that had caused immense, in some cases irreparable, harm. It was hard not to feel contaminated by association and, to a greater or lesser extent, to interiorize a sense of guilt. This reflex was affirmed when, now and again, I caught a glimpse of what others might see when they saw me.

Let me explain what I mean.

A decade after my clothing, when the extent of sexual abuse in the Church was increasingly acknowledged all over Europe, I was making my way, one blue morning, towards the Roman basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore, bound for the Oriental Institute, where I was working. On the Via Panisperna, I encountered a middle-aged woman who with calm deliberation spat in my face. I could intuit the depth of wrath and hurt from which her action sprang. Perhaps I could even understand her. There was no way of finding out. She was in no mood to talk.

How might I respond?

That was, and remains, an urgent question for me. Just pious phrases will not do. The real answer must lie in my chaste commitment, in the integrity with which I live it out. For me, as someone who has taken public vows, chastity cannot be reduced to a private matter (though God knows it is that, too); I am held to account for it.

It does seem crucial, then, to have a clear, articulate understanding of exactly what chastity means. But how hard it can be to think and speak of chastity! How easily one comes to seem embarrassing, even to oneself!

There is a paradox here, given how unabashedly we speak of sex. I am of a generation for whom sex, following the cultural battles of the 1960s, had clatteringly descended from darkened bedrooms into the public square in what was intended to be a liberation. The mechanics of reproduction were taught in primary school alongside ’rithmetic and writing. Among teenage boys pornography was taken for granted – hardly in itself a cultural novelty, though its explicitness and copiousness were, leaving slowly healing wounds on the memory.

One was cautioned against the harmful effects of sexual inhibition. I am not suggesting we were indoctrinated. Still, the air one breathed in what I’d say was a pretty standard, Northern-European teenage environment in the 1980s was thick with sub-Freudian suppositions approximately understood, sometimes carelessly applied. These suppositions informed the interpretative paradigm readily to hand when, as an adolescent, I sought parameters by which to establish my place in the world, before the other, before God – in other words, a way to find freedom.

The accepted nomenclature for transcendence was psychosexual. Any yearning, any soul-pain was thought definable in its terms. The general assumption was that the pursuit of a well-balanced, complex-free sexual self was a prerequisite for growth, maturity and thriving.

It took me years to see that, in fact, the process works the other way round; that it does not make experiential sense to ascribe orientational autonomy to the sexual instinct, as if it were a naturally ordering force bound to align other aspects of one’s being to itself in harmonious design. Human sexuality calls out for a structure of personhood upon which to grow, blossom and fruit, much the way a climbing rose needs trellises to rise and spread. Left to crawl on the ground, such a rose turns into a leafy heap. Its beauty will still be visible, by all means. Its fragrance will remain. But long stretches of stem will fail to bud for want of light. Its flowers will be few. Lacking strength to maintain upward momentum, it will collapse into itself. Any gardener’s hand attempting to direct it once it has grown a while, once summer has come, will reach into a tangle of thorns.

In his Rule for monks, St Benedict describes a human type that corresponds to this horticultural metaphor. It is that of the gyrovague, a type of vagrant seeker who spends life walking round and round, without arriving at any determinate destination. The gyrus, in Latin, was the ring in which horses were trained, or the course of a mule that turned a well’s waterwheel, a circuit of aimless drudgery. Such a gyrovague was I, for unnecessarily long, with regard to my maturing as a man.

Looking back, I feel a mixture of regret and wry amusement. For the well around which I dragged my feet was dry. It had never had a drop of water in it. Its morosely two-dimensional account of life and love was a heap of dry bones. Yet I kept circling it, bound to a yoke made up of projections, troubled by the thought that my awakening to faith, going on at the same time, might be nothing but unhealthy sublimation. Was it fear of nature that impelled me towards the supernatural?

Such can the strength of conjecture be that it seems more real than reality. I aspired to live chastely, but regarded the endeavour as sheer mortification. It did not occur to me, I think, to see chastity as possessing an intrinsic, never mind life-giving attraction. I thought of it in negative terms, as not being, not doing what lay at the heart of the contemporary image of masculinity. Hence a further complex arose. In a culture glorifying sexual expression, was chastity not somehow unmanly?

If only I had thought of reading Cicero!

He could have let me discover that, in the ancient world, the goddess of chastity, Diana, was known not only as lucifera, ‘light-bearing’, but as omnivaga, ‘roaming everywhere’, so sovereign and free – the antithesis of the gyrovague. These associations would have appealed to me and cheered me as I retraced my steps in a barren furrow.

For of course I desired openness and light. I desire them still.

What does ‘chastity’ mean? The word ‘chaste’ reached English through the Romance languages from the Latin castus, which in turn is traceable to the Greek adjective καθαρός (katharos), meaning ‘pure’. From katharos we get catharsis. We might spend a moment considering the sense that word grew to fathom.

Aristotle, in his Poetics, uses catharsis as an image for inward cleansing that may come about in one who goes to see a tragic play. Observing the rendering on stage of strong, normally hidden emotion, being invested in the drama by an empathy at once intellectual and visceral, the viewer may tap these same depths in him or herself.

Thus a potentially remarkable process is enabled to begin. The purpose of tragic performance, says Aristotle, is to effect the representation – or, to use his term, the mimesis – of universal human affairs; not to invent outlandish plots for the purpose of engendering a thrill, but to spell out scenarios in which spectators may recognize themselves to get in touch with their inner reserves.

These reserves can be positively or negatively coloured. Aristotle speaks, by way of example, of pity and fear, responses that stand for a wide gamut of ‘passions’ [παθήματα]. Compassion with the enacted drama brings hidden depths into conscious awareness, relieving a charge that, left pent-up, conditions our behaviour and thought in ways that escape the mind’s conscious attention and so curtail our freedom, the way we make choices.

To feel grief for the predicament of Phaedra, whose heart is torn apart by an impossible love; to find, watching Ingrid Bergman’s Autumn Sonata, that one’s stomach churns with the rage of Eva claiming her voice after a lifetime’s submission to maternal tyranny dressed up as care: this is not to indulge in auto-suggestion but to expose oneself willingly to extreme experience, prepared to recognize its resonance, however faint, in oneself, so to permit what, in the depths of self, may have been implicit or
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