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			I have had a tremor of bliss, a wink of heaven, a whisper,

			And I would no longer be denied; all things

			Proceed to joyful consummation.

			—T. S. ELIOT




		

		
			I can’t help thinking we grew up too fast.

			—THE MORNING BENDERS

		

	
		Introduction

		THIS BOOK BEGAN AS A CHAPTER I DIDN’T WANT to write. In 2006 I had been contracted to write a book about Catholicism; the theme was how liberal and conservative Catholics could end the disputes that have divided them for forty years. I had hoped to lay out ten basic things, from abortion to the liturgy, that both sides could agree on. Where the liberals would at long last concede that abortion was a unique evil that could not be defended, conservatives might be convinced that laws that attempt to deport up to ten million illegal immigrants and send them back home, despite how poor and desperate they are, are unjust. My book was about how both sides of the Catholic culture war could achieve peace by—well, by following the teachings of the Church.

		The first chapter in the book was going to be about sex. I wanted to write about sex first not because I found it the most interesting, but because I wanted to get it out of the way. I still had a reticence about sex that went back to the way I was raised, by parents who were by no means prudes, but who also never talked about sex. I also am a sinner and a faulty vessel and wanted to avoid sounding like a conservative scold about sexual matters. So the first chapter would be about sex and then I could go on to less chaotic and terrifying topics.

		But then something happened. While doing research, I came across some of the most poetic, beautiful, inspiring writing about human sexuality—and it was all written or said by Catholics. Much of it came from the years before Vatican II, the Church council from the early 1960s that supposedly modernized the Church. I had thought that before the council the world, and especially the Catholic Church, was lost in a puritanical darkness that dared not speak of the human body. Then I came across writers like Saint Teresa of Avila, who lived in the sixteenth century and used erotic metaphors to describe our seduction by God, and the genius Dietrich von Hildebrand, who spoke openly about the power of the orgasm—in 1925. Then there was Pope John Paul II and his The Theology of the Body. In The Theology of the Body, John Paul II goes back to Genesis to reveal the true meaning of love and the human body. In it, John Paul II emphasizes that man—meaning persons—were made in the image of God. When we are seeing another person, we are seeing the image of God. And we become even more like God through the act of loving that person—as a person, in the image of God, not as a thing. And we can come to know mastery of ourselves and our sexuality by realizing that we ourselves are also created in the image of God. When we come to know this fully, we can come to realize genuine freedom. John Paul II talks about the Song of Songs, those wonderful, and even steamy, love poems of the Old Testament, not as a metaphor of the love of God for His people, as was traditionally done in Catholicism, but as the reflection of a very real event—the love of Adam and Eve before the Fall. In one crucial passage, John Paul II contradicts the notion that God made Eve as a “helper” so she could get next to Adam to push the plow in the Garden of Eden. In fact, Eve’s help was spiritual help. She would do no less than make it possible for Adam to experience the Trinitarian love of God. Prior to this, Adam “sensed that he was alone.” He was different from the animals, and while in communion with God, he was not God. Eve, rather than bringing about Adam’s ruin, allowed him to experience the interior life of God.

		For the past fifty years—indeed the last one hundred years—a crusade has been fought to defuse the basic reality of sex as a unique, supernatural experience of its power. We have shaken off the sexual reticence of our parents and grandparents, which was often unhealthy, and replaced it with an unimaginative frankness—human sexuality as plumbing. Television, movies, journalists, and teachers have slowly stripped sex of its mystery and power, ironically in the name of greater freedom and understanding. To them, sex will become healthy and free once it is accepted that the human body and the conjugal act are nothing to get excited about. Humans need to have sex for health and well-being—in this regard we are not that different from animals. To many pop stars with limited talent, sex is a way to gain legitimacy with those in the culture who consider themselves avant-garde. When the bourgeoisie react to the provocation, the artist claims that there’s no “there” there. After all, sex is natural. There’s nothing to get excited about.

		And yet, there is something to get excited about and there is a mystery that, however much sex education we unload on our children, cannot—must not—be violated. Human beings seem to have been equipped not only with the sexual urge, but an inability—at least without great struggle—to separate that urge from greater meaning. Indeed, if we judge by the majority of popular songs, finding and achieving a perfect union with one’s “soul mate” is the driving goal and purpose of life. In an episode of The Real World, the sex-drenched “reality” television show, a young woman agrees with a young man that their relationship will be strictly one of “hooking up”—i.e., sex without attachment. Yet after a couple of hook-ups, the girl is seen crying. Despite her best efforts, her sexual adventure has come with love. In a sad revelation of exactly how far the “pornified” culture has gone in convincing people that sex has nothing to do with the soul, God, or even love, the young woman actually wondered as she wept why she was so upset. The culture of Playboy, Girls Gone Wild, and Britney Spears had told her that sex was merely recreation. Yet she had formed an attachment. In her soul, she realized that she had given something away. And that something, whether one calls it the heart or the soul, belongs in the realm of the metaphysical. Forty years of pornography and mechanistic sex education have not been able to change that.

		Indeed, the “liberated” view of sex that began in the 1950s with Playboy—or even as far back as the bohemians of the 1920s—now seems tired, unimaginative. What has increasingly captured the imagination of young people instead are the traditional views of sex, but given more punch by modern Catholicism. Though we should not ascribe too much real-life influence to a book, The Theology of the Body has the potential to free countless young people from the tired—and ironically enslaving—ideas that came with the sexual revolution. It can do so because John Paul II was a thoroughly modern man and probably the most frank of all pontiffs in speaking of human sexuality. In fact, the reality of John Paul II is utterly contrary to his popular image (popular among secular elites, that is) of a repressive prude. This, after all, was the man who, in his 1960 book Love and Responsibility, wrote: “[Female frigidity] is usually the result of egoism in the man who, failing to recognize the subjective desires of the woman in intercourse, and the objective laws of the sexual process taking place in her, seeks merely his own satisfaction, sometimes quite brutally.”

		This was something quite different from the stifling sexual atmosphere of the Catholic Church prior to the 1960s—an atmosphere that has been satirized so relentlessly and for so many decades that it can no longer amuse, but only bore. For decades—or rather centuries—nuns and priests taught ordinary Catholics that the purpose of human sexuality was to bring more souls into the world and thus—hopefully—to heaven. Talk of the process that brought those souls into the world was usually stiff, unimaginative, and pedantic—although not quite as silly as modern liberals claim. It is perhaps fairer to say that for centuries the Catholic Church taught if not falsehoods, then incomplete truths about sex. It was only in the 1920s that certain theologians began to challenge the Church’s teachings when they argued that, aside from producing children, the sexual act itself is a totally unique, life altering and sacramental act. Dietrich von Hildebrand insisted in 1968 that the Song of Songs be read not as a metaphor or an analogy of the love of God for the Church, but literally, as an ecstatic love poem and a song of praise for the sexual union between lovers.

		It took the Catholic Church until the 1980s to catch up with von Hildebrand. By then, American—and Western—culture had dramatically changed. Many Catholics, having been taught that sex was simply the way to have a lot of children, rebelled against Church teaching. While their use of contraception was an error, their belief that sex in and of itself—and within the bond of marriage—was a wonderful thing was perfectly sound. What was not sound was the sexual propaganda that came out of the media during the sexual revolution of the 1960s as well as the decisions of judges who took over the role of passing the sexual laws of the nation. Americans went from hearing that sex was a word that should not be said aloud to the declaration that sex was not much more complicated or meaningful than exercise. The job of legislating sex went from citizens to judges and, finally, to teachers, journalists, and celebrities.

		The great Georgetown University Jesuit James Schall has noted that culture is never neutral. That is to say, certain values will always be encouraged. After the sexual revolution, America did not settle into a neutral position on sex, but rather replaced the old reticence and repression with a new mode of self-expression and a different form of repression—namely, the repression of the enlightened, which taught that curbing the sexual instinct in any way was physically and emotionally unhealthy. While this new ethic considered itself revolutionary, it was—almost—a throwback to the paganism and promiscuity of pre-Christian Rome. Yet there is one essential difference. The theologian Hans Jonas once noted that unlike the “Gnostic man”—the person of the early Christian centuries who disagreed with orthodox Christians that the body was good yet still believed in the soul and a world battling between good and evil—the modern man believes in nothing. Jonas calls this nothingness “an absolute vacuum, the really bottomless pit.”

		These days it is not enough for conservatives to request that they be left alone. Now there is a desire to convert that is as intense as any sixteenth-century Jesuit missionary’s. Dan Savage, a popular syndicated sex columnist, spends an equal amount of time giving advice on various fetishes and condemning conservatives. His columns often combine the red-hot rage of post-1960s liberalism with the cold, impersonal dehumanization and aggressive proselytizing of fascism. In one column he advised a girl who had given up on her chastity pledge. “Take that fucking silver ring thing off your damn finger,” he wrote. “You’re in college now, cupcake, not high school, and virginity pledges—whether they’ve been honored or not—will impress precisely none of your new peers.” He told the girl to “get a clue,” reminding her that “if you’re having sex when you’re drunk or high, odds are good that you’re having sex with other drunk or high people—which means that neither of you consented to the sex, so you raped each other, so you’re even.”

		Contrast it to the words of John Paul II: “The body, in fact, and it alone is capable of making visible what is invisible: the spiritual and divine. It was created to transfer into the visible reality of the world, the mystery hidden since time immemorial in God, and thus to be a sign of it.” More than a popular sex columnist, the pontiff of the Roman Catholic Church understands sex—that it is perhaps the most powerful arena of God’s action. When that reality is cheapened or destroyed, it causes particular pain in the soul. Furthermore, sex is both a private and public act. No matter what modern liberals say, society has always taken an interest in what we do with our genitals—this has societal as well as metaphysical repercussions. This is the reason for the battle to reclaim sexual virtue. Both souls and civilization are at stake. And the Catholic Church, that old, repressive organization of graying men, offers a way out.

		However, it is important that the argument to reclaim what our bodies already know be made with love and reason—and fun. As I was doing research for this work, I was struck with another revelation: The most poetic and powerful expression of the Catholic idea of the nature of love is rock ’n’ roll music. I grew up with rock ’n’ roll, and as I became a more serious Catholic as I got older I realized that rather than driving me away from Christianity, the music drew me closer. The Beatles and the Rolling Stones (the bands that I grew up with), Coldplay, Van Morrison, Aretha Franklin, and Beyoncé all sing most powerfully about one thing: love. It is the constant, inexhaustible theme of their sounds. If, as the Bible says, God is love, then God must love rock ’n’ roll. As I explore in the book, this, of course, does not mean that rock ’n’ roll is not rebellious music that challenges social custom. But more often than not, this challenging is a cry for a saner, more just, and moral society, not a more decadent one. Songs by Radiohead, the Rolling Stones, and Bruce Springsteen (and even Mariah Carey) witness to the redemptive power of love and beauty even as they lament the state of the world. They are the opposite of nihilistic.

		So while the conservatives are right that Western culture has fallen into a decadence that is often pathological, too many culture warriors are deaf to the musical prayers of the culture and how it relates to God. As rock ’n’ roll knows, our defeats may provide important lessons and even a kind of grace. In his book Jesus of Nazareth, Pope Benedict XVI wrote the following:

		
			In order to mature, in order to make real progress on the path leading from a superficial piety into profound oneness with God’s will, man needs to be tried. Just as the juice of the grape has to ferment in order to become a fine wine, so too man needs purifications and transformations. They are dangerous for him, because they present an opportunity to fall. And yet they are indispensable as paths on which he comes to himself and to God.

		

		Or, as the country priest from the novel The Diary of a Country Priest by George Bernanos put it: “Blessed is sin if it teaches us shame.” It is true that the pornographic liberal culture should be repudiated and exposed as a wellspring of poison and lies that can destroy human souls. But perhaps the most effective way is a gentle revealing of the truth that God has put in every human soul. That is, that sex and love are inseparable, and both constitute perhaps the greatest adventure that mankind has in this world. This simple fact cannot be eradicated by pornographers. They will never be able to destroy what popular songs declare; that is, as one Catholic theologian once put it, in sex, something is given away.

	
		Chapter One
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MY FOOLISH HEART

		ON ST. PATRICK’S DAY 2006, THE JAZZ SINGER and former divinity student Kurt Elling preached the theology of the body. The setting was the Strathmore Center, a resplendent $100 million concert hall outside Washington, D.C., and the sermon was in the form of song.

		About halfway through the concert, Elling performed the standard “My Foolish Heart.” It is a romantic ballad, full of the kind of imagery that goes with love—the nighttime, the moon, the erotic charge of lips. Halfway through the song, the band died down, providing only a slow and steady pulse behind Elling. Then he sang a poem:

		
			One dark night
Fired with love’s urgent longings
Clothed in sheer grace
I went out unseen
My house being now all still

			On that dark night
Clothed in sheer grace
In darkness and concealed
My house being now all still

			On that black night
In secret for no one saw me
With no other light as guide than the one that burned
     in my heart
This guided me more surely than the light of noon
To where she waited for me
The one I knew so well
To the place where no one appeared

			In the night
In the mystic night

		

		It was a passage from Saint John of the Cross. Elling was commingling the carnal charge of “My Foolish Heart” with the metaphysical passion of a sixteenth-century Catholic Spanish mystic. The band was barely audible, and the space in the concert hall became charged with a sacramental, erotic energy. After several minutes, pianist Laurence Hobgood softly reintroduced the melody to “My Foolish Heart.” Elling sang—“There’s a line between love and fascination, it’s hard to see on an evening such as this.” The lyrics had returned to the pleasures of kisses and the fire of love, but the distance traveled between Saint John and the Great American Songbook was not far. The band charged back, and the audience of several thousand seemed to both sigh as one and applaud. They—we—had been seduced.

		In ten minutes Elling had made the point once made by John Paul II in four years of lectures: To the human person, love recalls the “echo” of our time before the Fall, and as such, our bodily love is an icon of the Trinitarian love of God.

		Elling had distilled to its essence The Theology of the Body. Based on a series of lectures given between 1979 and 1983 by John Paul II, the book is a theological Mount Everest, considered by most people—including Catholics—too intimidating to approach. Yet at its heart is a fairly simple idea—sex is participation in and a reflection of the love of God; therefore sex, and our bodies themselves, are very good things.

		This may seem like an obvious insight—sex has always been associated with the divine. But in the hands of the late pope it reaches remarkable poetic and theological depth. The Theology of the Body signaled a sexual revolution in the Catholic Church, one that is now even underway in the larger culture. But
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