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Reflections on chapter 4 of the Rule

Lord, give me chastity—but not yet!

--St. Augustine of Hippo, Confessions
Many years ago, when I had just finished graduate school, I took on a summer assignment on the north shore of Lake Michigan in Highland Park, Illinois. There I met a most interesting woman; she was an artist and fashion designer, unique in many ways—and wise about many aspects of society. One time she remarked that the apparel people chose to wear reflected a true image of their feelings. In other words, their dress spoke of their inner heart and emotions. If this is true—and I believe that it contains some elements of truth—then the styles and choices of today truly make one wonder what is going on in the human hearts of our society! Although we could go on at length discussing such a subject, here instead let us relate this topic to the fourth chapter of the holy Rule of our Father Saint Augustine, the chapter that deals with the virtue of chastity. 

Chastity does not refer just to celibacy, nor is it required only of priests and religious. All of God’s faithful people, single, married or vowed religious are to live, by God’s grace, a chaste life according to their state in life. St. Augustine, who suffered tremendously with trying to be chaste, understood all too well the struggles one goes through in life as we try to embrace fully this holy virtue. His heartfelt prayer, quoted above, is probably so well known because so many people can relate to it. Augustine knew the difficulties one can encounter, and he realized that truly the one we need to fear and guard against is our own self-deception. Not being honest with oneself is the biggest pitfall for all of us. In chapter 4, #24, the bishop of Hippo writes, “So when you are together in church and anywhere else where women are present, exercise a mutual care over purity of life. Thus, by mutual vigilance over one another, will God, who dwells in you, grant you His protection.” 

In the Catechism of the Catholic Church we read (¶1387) that our spiritual preparation for receiving our Eucharistic Lord must be coupled with physical preparation: “To prepare for worthy reception of this sacrament, the faithful should observe the fast required in their Church. Bodily demeanor (gestures, clothing) ought to convey the respect, solemnity, and joy of this moment when Christ becomes our guest.”
Sometimes what people wear—or the lack of what they wear—may be the current style or may seem stylish in their own opinion, and it may indeed be very comfortable, but comfort and style don’t necessarily make one’s Home Shopping ensemble suitable for public display, especially in Church. In many ways we have lost the virtues of prudence and modesty since we no longer see attire worn in keeping with the occasion. Part of today’s behavior is a reaction to the unhealthy attitude from the Victorian age as well as some of the practices from the 1950s. Indeed, we could say they are still reactions from the seventeenth-century heresy called Jansenism. Jansen (1585-1638) claimed that humanity was to be seen as intrinsically evil along with the body and human sexuality. The Catholic Church condemned such a belief, but its effects have been felt for centuries. Our late holy Father Pope John Paul II wrote and spoke extensively on the dignity of the human body and the sacredness of human sexuality, arguing against a prudishness that denies the human condition and in many ways even negates or diminishes the doctrine of the Incarnation when the second person of the blessed Trinity became a human being and entered into the human estate in all its totality. Certainly we saw how St. Augustine also understood the need not to overreact to a possible danger to chastity when he permitted his monks to go to the public baths. Thus we see that modesty does not require us to be prudish but guides our behavior in ways that are prudent and respectful of ourselves and others. 

Our father St. Augustine also speaks in the fourth chapter of keeping custody of the eye: “And do not say that your hearts are pure if there is immodesty of the eye, because the unchaste eye carries the message of an impure heart.” This warning of keeping one’s eyes fixed on the Lord and guarded within one’s heart applies not only to the safeguarding of chastity but equally to growing in the spiritual life.  How often are we aware that people’s eyes are traveling all around seeking information and even entertainment? Perhaps sitting on a park bench or on one’s front porch such a practice may not be necessarily bad, but when one is coming to church, to worship the living God and to open one’s heart to all the graces the Lord desires to bestow upon us, then truly custody of the eye is very important. I smile when I recall that from time to time I have heard whispers from the congregation saying such things as, “Father, there are two more hosts left on the paten,” or “Someone else is getting up from the back to receive.” These remarks may certainly be well-intentioned and arise from kindness and thoughtfulness, but they reveal a lack of awareness of each person’s role in the assembly. I am so tempted to say, “O let us keep custody of our eyes!” Remember the Catechism’s reference above to the “respect, solemnity, and joy of this moment when Christ becomes our guest.” Should we not be in deep prayer, communing with our Lord whom we have just received, rather than gazing around to see what else is going on? As the Catechism says in reference to modesty, “It keeps silence or reserve where there is evident risk of unhealthy curiosity.” One often hears at the beginning of one’s monastic life, “A good monk or nun guards against curiosity!” Why? Because it leads to distraction at best and may be the first step towards temptation. The custody of the eye spoken of by the fourth century monk is indeed valuable to all ages and to all of God’s people no matter what vocation they live.  
