— THE CRADLE OF CIVILIZATION —
The Moral Anthropology of Nature and Grace
by Gil Bailie
“To allow the truth to be obscured is invariably a cause of scandal somewhere, even if one

has been tempted to prevaricate in order to avoid scandalizing this or that individual.”
Henri de Lubac

“Contrary to what our nihilists and relativists tell us, there is a human nature, and its
resiliency is such that it often manages to adjust to the weirdest cultural insanities.”
René Girard

“There is only one thing that it requires real courage to say, and that is a truism.”
G. K. Chesterton

NATURAL AND UNNATURAL

When the theme of this conference was first discussed, it occurred to me that it might be
the most appropriate opportunity for me to make amends for a shortcoming in my own work
which | have long regretted. | did not address the morally crucial issue of abortion in Violence
Unveiled. My reasons were, and in many ways still are, sound ones. | needn’t go into them.
But | regret not being more forthcoming on this issue in the past. All the more did | regret this
oversight when pro-abortion arguments appeared in print with footnotes to my work. This was,
it seemed to me, further evidence of a growing tendency to use Girard’s thought to reinforce
forms of political correctness and victimary thinking for which it was once thought to be a
reliable antidote. And so, as we gathered in Innsbruck, | had begun to consider the possibility of
doing something on the natural and the unnatural at this year’s conference, with a special focus
on the conspicuously unnatural act of elective abortion.

At the opening lecture of the Innsbruck conference, however, Professor Graham Ward
delivered a rhapsody on John’s Gospel that seemed to draw its inspiration more from the Gucci
ad that appeared on our conference publicity than from the Fourth Gospel. In due course, the
conference that began with this breathless conflation of the homoousios and the homoerotic
concluded with René Girard’s trenchant analysis of mimetic desire masquerading as erotic
breathlessness in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. 1 was left with the urge to speak up for marital
bliss, or at least to credit marriage with more than just its dreary social utility and moral
respectability. Perhaps, | thought, | could put a word in for the romantic experience which is, in

the proper course of things, both the prelude to marriage and its abiding handmaid. As Professor
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Ward’s lecture unintentionally demonstrated, of course, the need to demythologize romantic
illusions — like the need to deconstruct sacrificial structures — remains, but the world has changed
even in the few years since this colloquium began. Today we stumble amid the wreckage of
romantic illusions even as we are morally paralyzed by a simple-minded victimary ethic that
fancies itself free of sacrificial thinking precisely to the degree that it sacrifices the tradition that
taught us to think about victims in the first place. Instead of just hoisting romanticism on its
mimetic petard, perhaps we need to ask: Did romanticism betray a truth that anti-romanticism
has yet to assess and assimilate? And instead of turning to inclusion and diversity as the universal
elixir, perhaps we should ask: What is being expelled by those waving the banner of inclusion?

The title of our conference is “Nature, ‘Human Nature,” and the Mimetic Theory.” A
conference which repeats the word nature twice in its title would seem an acceptable venue in
which to raise the question of what is natural and what is not. This is especially so when, as in
this case, the conferees are aware of, and ostensibly concerned with, an overall crisis of
undifferentiation for which the blurring of such distinctions would be an obvious and troubling
symptom. If the “disintegration of all differences that mimesis brings about™ was of concern to
Girard as he was writing Things Hidden, and if in that book he was apprehensive about “the
increasingly aggravated state of undifferentiation that marks our present situation,” how much
more aggravated has the “disintegration of all differences” become today? Popular culture,
stealing, as always, just enough of the Gospel to be both morally convincing and socially reckless,
insists that our attention remain riveted on those able to assert a plausible claim to victim status,
but the deeper crisis today is the “disintegration of all differences,” and it is being driven by
precisely the victimary thinking that, having helped inspire, I, for one, feel an obligation to help
clarify.

It is a measure of just how aggravated this crisis of distinctions has become that in order
to speak today about human nature one must bracket the phrase with sneer quotes, as we have
dutifully done in the title of our conference. This obligatory typographical deconstruction of
human nature is an act of allegiance to the principle that nothing must any longer be allowed to
thwart our desires, not human nature, not nature itself, not the facts of life, not the concrete
realities of our bodies, nothing. If the difference between a woman’s body and the body of the
child in her womb represents a moral inconvenience, with a puff of incense from the ideological

censer it will be banished. If the social difference between the marital union of a man and a

' René Girard, Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1987), 391, 359.
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woman and a homosexual relationship is regarded as an affront, it, too, will be whisked away,
the testimony of the ages and the sentinel of commonsense to the contrary notwithstanding.

Returning to earth by raising the question of the natural and the unnatural is not without
its dangers. Terrible crimes have been committed by people who justified their atrocities as
necessary to the task of eliminating the unnatural. None of us should lower our guard with
respect to such things. If | raise the question of distinction between the natural-unnatural, it is
not in order to stigmatize those suffering through no fault of their own from same-sex attractions
or unplanned pregnancies, but to insist on a degree of anthropological and social realism,
without which we will be unlikely even to recognize the crisis of undifferentiation into we are
slipping, much less address it intelligently.

Today’s widespread acceptance of elective abortion is, in my view, a moral catastrophe
of the first magnitude, compared with which most other social concerns pale. The matter of how
people live their private lives, and in what social or sexual arrangements, on the other hand,
hardly deserves to be on the public agenda at all. It is of no interest to me, and | trust it is of
none to you. On the issue of homosexuality as such and on the separate issue of homosexual
behavior, | am willing, as on other issues, to accede to the teaching authority of my Church.
After reiterating the position held by the Judeo-Christian tradition for millennia — that
“homosexual acts are intrinsically disordered™ — the Catholic Catechism appropriately cautions:

The number of men and women who have deep-seated homosexual tendencies is not
negligible. This inclination, which is objectively disordered, constitutes for most of them a
trial. They must be accepted with respect, compassion, and sensitivity. Every sign of unjust
discrimination in their regard should be avoided.?

Neither the legitimate need to extend compassion, tolerance, and understanding to those
with same-sex attractions, nor the entirely appropriate political principle of staying out of the
personal lives of others, however, precludes a vigorous defense of marriage in the face of efforts
to redefine it, efforts which will — de facto if not de jure — define it out of existence. Please
believe me when | assure you that it is with the attack on traditional marriage, and not with
homosexuality as such or even with homosexual behavior, that | am here concerned. If | raise
questions about homosexuality or homosexual behavior — if, for instance, | suggest that the

question as to what is natural and what unnatural is still relevant to the discussion of these things

* The Catechism of the Catholic Church, §2358.
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— be assured that, had the challenge to traditional marriage not been forced onto the social
agenda, | would never be raising such a questions.

In keeping with our conference theme, therefore, | want to speak of protecting nature —
in this case, human nature — from cultural trends increasingly contemptuous of the very concept
of human nature, trends which are currently altering the social ecology and deepening the crisis
of undifferentiation which it should be the business of this colloquium to analyze with candor.
The word nature is only useful if it can be defined, and it is possible to define a word only if it
has limits; that’s what the word define means. If there is such a thing as nature, it is because there
is such a thing as the unnatural. To acquiesce in the collapse of the distinction between the
natural and the unnatural is to contribute to the crisis of distinctions which it ought to be our
business to explicate.

To be sure, for creatures endowed with freedom, and with what Paul Ricoeur calls an
unstable ontological constitution, the determination of what is natural in the human realm must
be given wide latitude, for it is the nature of human nature to be ordained to its own
transcendence. Self-sacrifice and martyrdom are as unnatural as self-mutilation and suicide, but
only the latter are contrary to human nature. The fact that humans are ordered to self-
transcendence and that they possesses genuine freedom, writes Henri de Lubac, “does not in any
sense mean that spiritual beings have no ‘nature’ or ‘essence,” as some people are too ready to
think nowadays.” However elusive the phrase “human nature” may be when applied to what is
noblest and most selfless, its usefulness in inhibiting the descent into what is morally degrading
and culturally ruinous remains, and we flout it at our peril. For a theological tradition indebted
to the principle that grace perfects nature, the blurring of the distinction between the natural and

the unnatural will have additional grave consequences.

THE FOG OF VICTIMARY THINKING

“The notion of rights, which was launched into the world in 1789,” wrote Simone Weil,
“has proved unable, because of its intrinsic inadequacy, to fulfill the role assigned to it.”4
Demanding one’s rights is the single sociopolitical rite in Western societies, and it has achieved its
preeminence for one simple reason: it works. The demand for rights is so politically Pavlovian

that nothing seems to be able to resist it. As a result, everywhere today truth and commonsense

’ Henri de Lubac, The Mystery of the Supernatural, trans. Rosemary Sheed, (New York: Crossroad Herder, 1998), 114-
115.

* Simone Weil, “Human Personality,” The Simone Weil Reader, Edited by George A. Panichas, (New York: David
McKay, 1981), p. 314.
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are being sacrificed to victimary thinking with a moral flippancy that is sometimes breathtaking.
No mature social or political debate in our society can proceed until we deconstruct this moral
reflex.

The British writer, Angela West, began her fascinating book “Deadly Innocence,” with this
sentence: “Sometime in the mid 1970s in Britain, women were declared innocent. All charges
against them were to be dropped. Women were not guilty and never had been.” Shortly after
this blanket amnesty was granted, Ms. West notes, it was used to exempt from moral scrutiny
acts of sterile, surgical violence whose victims are as weak, powerless, and voiceless as it is
humanly possible to be. This same bestowal of moral privilege on those who have been
victimized — or, more broadly, those of the same gender, race, class or sexual orientation as the
victims — is at work today in many areas of our cultural life, with comparable, if usually less
lethal, consequences. We must never tire of defending victims, but issuing them moral trump
cards with no expiration date isn’t fair to them; it is a morally reckless recipe for more
victimization.

To make matters worse, the most resilient and adaptive of the liberationist ideologies of
late modernity was that which endowed its sexual revolutions with rationale. To the general
modern assumption that freedom means freedom from all constraint, the sexual liberationist
emphatically adds contempt for moral restraints concerning sexuality, upon which earlier societies
relied for order and social peace and moral coherence. If the victimary ideologies have a wide
appeal, and if the sexual liberationist slogans are especially intoxicating, the combined power of
the sexual mythology and victimary ethics has proven to be morally hypnotic and politically
paralyzing. This ideological brew consisting of naive notions of sexual liberation mixed with
claims to victim status on the part of the sexually liberated is systematically expelling the Judeo-
Christian moral tradition from public life. In the face of this ideological juggernaut, the
accumulated testimony of rationality, morality, anthropology, sociology, psychology, theology,
and biology are as nothing.

We live in what very well may be the most sexually confused culture in the history of the
world. Those who, on the basis of the last thirty years of experience, presume to make virtually
irreversible alterations in our culture’s moral, social, and legal landscape can hardly be said to be
making a modest proposal, except in the Swiftian sense. And yet, to utter the merest objection
to these proposals is to be accused of being in alliance with the low and the vulgar, the know-

nothing right-wing radio talk-show hosts. As Sergei Averintsev has observed: in our day “sinners
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and harlots are themselves more sanctimonious than the most sanctimonious of prudes, more

»5

pharisaical than any Pharisee.” Once the pro-abortion forces were able to identify abortion as a
right whose abrogation would be incommensurate with the rectification of historical injustices
against women, every moral reservation uttered about abortion could be dismissed as a heartless
and mean-spirited plot to force women back into social subservience. Similarly, having fought
successfully to have homosexuality removed from the list of psychological disorders and accorded
legal recognition, those promoting its complete cultural canonization have managed by
indirection to transfer the moral onus once associated with homosexual behavior to
“homophobia,” a term shorn of its scientific meaning and used to silence anyone with the
temerity to exhibit the slightest moral discomfort or societal misgivings about the dismantling of
marriage. Real homophobia exists, and it is to be emphatically repudiated, but opposition to the
social and political agenda of the homosexual activists cannot be automatically conflated with it
without depreciating the real meaning of the term.

As strongly as | feel about the issues | want to raise here, however, and as candidly as |
will express myself, | am perfectly aware that the painful choices facing pregnant mothers, on one
hand, and those with same-sex attractions, on the other, are very real. For my part, | want to
challenge the prevailing assumption that the proposals for alleviating this suffering put forward
by the pro-abortion forces and the homosexual activists can actually deliver on that promise.
One of the clichés | want to challenge in the process is the idea that adherence to traditional
Christian morality — whether prompted by personal conviction or obedience to authority or, as
in my case, both — is less charitable than the sort of shrugging tolerance that today wears the
mantle of virtue without having to exercise either social courage or moral acumen.

It is inconceivable to many today that those who refuse to sacrifice the received wisdom
of the ages to the spirit of this one might be motivated by compassion for the very people who
demand that this sacrifice be made. But one doesn’t show compassion for a pedophile or an
anorexic by making pedophilia and self-starvation into sacraments, or by listing them as a lifestyle
options in public school textbooks. The Christian injunction against judgmentalism is not a recipe
for anarchy. (The condemnation of “moralizing” is a form of moralizing, and sometimes the
moral revolution it is used to advance is perfectly obvious.) Still less does the injunction against

judging others justify placing several generations of young people in moral and spiritual jeopardy

° Sergei S. Averintsev, “Marriage and Family: An Untimely Essay,” Communio: International Catholic Journal, Vol.
XXX, Num. 4, winter, 2004.
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by telling them, in effect, that the black diamond marker on the steep side of the snowy
mountain is just a semiotic suggestion for those who happen to accept it as valid.

As for methodology, | will draw upon three forms of thought which are tenaciously
realistic and — because of that tenacity — resistant to the currents of intellectual and moral fashion
which today cloud the examination of fundamental human questions. They are: Girardian
anthropology, biblical exegesis (albeit of a rather old-fashion variety) and Roman Catholic moral
theology.

Since most of those in this colloquium will be at least as aware as | am of the mimetic
implications of these remarks, | will not stop at every opportunity to draw these out. There will
be times when the exploration of these matters will be just as fruitful if they are discussed in the
more general terms more accessible to those unfamiliar with mimetic theory. | do this by no
means to diminish the mimetic factors, but to make the argument | am here making in the non-

technical terms more readily understood outside this colloquium.
BEWARE OF THE LEAVEN

There is, perhaps, another methodological principle worth invoking, a New Testament
one. “Watch out,” Jesus admonished his disciples, “guard against the leaven of the Pharisees and
the leaven of Herod” (Mark 8:15). Despite the moral and religious chasm that separated the
overly scrupulous Pharisees from the morally vulgar members of the Herodian court, they were
eventually to find common cause in opposing Jesus and plotting his death. How, then, are we to
understand Jesus’ warning about the leaven of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod?

In the vast majority of its biblical contexts, leaven is that which causes the dough to rise,
but which, in due course, also brings about its putrefaction. For Paul, it is, among other things, a
metaphor for pride, that which puffs up. “Your boasting is not appropriate,” he warns the
Corinthians. “Clear out the old yeast, so that you may become a fresh batch of dough, inasmuch
as you are unleavened” (1 Corinthians 6:7). One way of understanding Jesus’ use of the leaven
metaphor, therefore, is as a reference to two forms a pride that conspire to destroy the Gospel
truth: the pride of the Pharisees — the pride of religious self-righteousness, fastidiousness and
moral sanctimony — and the pride of Herod — the pride of apostasy, moral relativism, self-
indulgence, and carnal shamelessness. The clash between these two forms of pride is predicable
and everywhere in evidence. Today’s culture wars are replete with it. Jesus condemns them

both.
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In doing so, however, he does not suggest a moral equivalence between them. The
vulgarity and venality of the Herodian court was widely known in Jesus’ time and just as widely
held in contempt by faithful Jews, whether they were followers of Jesus or not. On the other
hand, as vehemently as the Pharisees oppose Jesus in the Gospel accounts, they were
theologically and morally closer to him than any other identifiable Jewish group of his day. That
he warned against the leaven of both the Pharisees and the Herodians is not due to any moral or
religious equivalence. Rather, it is a warning about moral and epistemological pitfalls of scandal
in the Girardian sense.

Today we confront moral and cultural issues that, had they arisen thirty or forty or fifty
years ago, would have dumbfounded our parents and grandparents. These issues are made-to-
order for the Pharisee-Herodian donnybrook that is occurring today in our midst. As unedifying
as these controversies are, however, what is at stake could not be more critical. Neither fierce
condemnation nor cooing acquiesce is a responsible option. We must try — and when we fail, try
again — to deal with these issues without either the leaven of the Pharisees and the leaven of the
Herodians. When all is said and done, however, there may remain bitter disagreements. We
should be clear about that. Will our friendships survive these disagreements? We must hope so,
and we must try to preserve them. Precarious indeed, however, are friendships which depend
on the perpetuation of myths, even when the purpose of the myths is to preserve friendships. If
our friendships are to survive in the long term, what must survive in the meantime is charity,
specifically charity for those with whom we have profound disagreements.

It is as awkward for someone who is not homosexual to address these issues as it is for a
man who does not face the very real difficulties that women with unplanned and unwelcome
pregnancies face. If moral issues could only be raised by those personally confronting the moral
dilemmas in question, and only by moral paragons, very little moral discourse would take place.
Too little takes place as it is. | raise these issues, not because | am a moral paragon — on the
contrary, | am a patchwork of sin and grace — but because there don’t seem to be enough moral

paragons around, the rest of us will have to pitch in.

TWO INDISPENSABLE RELATIONSHIPS

Both biologically and culturally, humanity depends on the resilience and health of two
indispensable relationships: the nuptial relationship between a man and a woman and the

parent-child relationship — most especially the early maternal relationship between mother and
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child.® While both the nuptial and parental bonds are rooted in mammalian nature and
subtended by instinct, each regularly occasions ennobling and edifying acts of non-instinctual self-
sacrifice. Since, in my view, the appearance of such non-instinctive acts of self-sacrifice represents
the single most reliable indicator that the threshold from pre-human to human has been crossed,
if any human relationships deserve to be called “the cradle of civilization,” it is surely these.
Nothing of value in culture can endure if the spousal relationship between a man and a woman
and the caring relationship between parent and child — especially between mother and child — are
weakened, cheapened, relativized or betrayed. A culture which cannot privilege these
relationships, accord them special protections, and insist on a greater degree of personal
responsibility with regard to them, is socially reckless, morally adrift, and spiritually exhausted.

A mother choosing to end the life of the child in her womb is the more unnatural of the
two issues that deserve our attention. Same-sex attraction is more complicated, and the gay
lifestyle less physically destructive, and far less intentionally so. Inasmuch as Professor Bernadette
Waterman-Ward will be addressing the abortion question, however, | will refer to it only in
passing, relegating my original remarks on that subject to an appendix.” Meanwhile, the current
push to redefine marriage to include homosexual relationships deserves a far more careful
scrutiny than it has been thus far been given in the popular press and in popular political
discourse. In my view, it not only threatens to dismantle an understanding of marriage whose
cultural pedigree could not be more unimpeachable, but — because it is ultimately premised on
the self-authentication of desire — it threatens as well to superannuate the time-honored principle

of subjecting desire to moral judgment, the sine-qua-non of moral reflection itself.

“If 1 give special emphasis to the mother-child relationship, it is due in part to the special role of this relationship in the
pre-parturition and very earliest post-parturition phase of a child’s life. Especially in light of the tragedy of
fatherlessness in contemporary society, the relationship between father and child surely deserves more attention. Since
space does not permit a discussion of this problem, suffice it simply to note that the moral fabric of cultural life is so
interconnected that male irresponsibility toward both women and children is encouraged and exacerbated by the
deterioration of the two relationships | shall be addressing. To wit: Since the U.S. courts have decided that a father has
no legal right to interfere with the mother’s decision to abort the child — in other words, that the life or death of Ais
child is none of Ais business — the law effectively encourages the father to regard his child as none of his business,
whether the child is aborted or brought to term. Since, in either case, it is solely the mother’s “choice,” the courts will
have provided a moral incentive for the father, whenever it is convenient, to simply accede to his irrelevance and
ignore his responsibilities. Thus the betrayal of one of culture’s essential relationships becomes the occasion for the
betrayal of another. The situation, alas, is even more labyrinthine, for not only do more and more children suffer to
one degree or another from fatherlessness — either due to the physical absence of fathers or to their emotional and
moral irrelevance — but fatherlessness is widely regarded as one of the factors contributing to a broad range of social
and psychological anomalies, same-sex attraction among them.

" Since my paper has been scheduled to be discussed in a session entitled “Mother and Child,” | may have an
opportunity to explore it more during the discussion period.
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The proposal to redefine marriage requires not so much the betrayal of one of the
privileged relationships with which we should be concerned — the way the mother-child
relationship is betrayed by abortion. Rather, it would relativize the nuptial relationship between
a man and a women, treating it as but one of several morally equivalent lifestyle preferences, no
one of them worthy of cultural privileges not available to the others. The anthropological
naiveté involved in this leveling and eventual redefinition of marriage and family, while
admittedly not as morally abhorrent as the killing of children in the womb, is nevertheless a
dangerous cultural gamble, fraught with unintended (but hardly unforeseeable) consequences.
“Marriage is dying in Scandinavia,” writes Stanley Kurtz, of Stanford University’s Hoover
Institute, “which has had marriage-like same-sex registered partnerships for over a decade.”

Data from European demographers and statistical bureaus show that a majority of children
in Sweden and Norway are now born out of wedlock, as are 60 percent of first-born
children in Denmark. In socially liberal districts of Norway, where the idea of same-sex
registered partnerships is widely accepted, marriage itself has almost entirely disappeared.®

“Words end by having no meaning,” wrote Henri de Lubac, “when they have all meanings at

once.”™
SPEAKING OF WORDS

Ideas have consequences, as do the words around which ideas sometimes congeal. Today
sexuality is thought to consist of subsets, the primary ones being: heterosexual and homosexual,
but, as we know, the sub-sub-sets are now multiplying almost as fast as did Protestant
denominations in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Something remotely analogous may be
at work here. “Untune that string / And hark what discord follows.” As vertiginously as the new
sexualities are forming and queuing up for canonical status, the precipitating event analogous to
the publication of the ninety-five theses was considerably more innocuous. It was a simple
lexicological notation that occurred in 1860. It was in that year that an almost unknown
“moody, fluttering, imperfect” Hungarian writer coined the term hAomosexual, arguing that it
should replace pederast, the word for sex between a man and a boy. The remarkable thing
about his suggestion is that, when it was made, the word heterosexual did not exist. It turns out
that the concept of homosexuality as we now know it not only predated the concept of

heterosexuality, but the latter was coaxed it into existence by the introduction of the former.

¥ “Death of marriage in Scandinavia,” The Boston Globe, March 10, 2004.
® Henri de Lubac, Paradoxes of Faith, trans. Paule Simon and Sadie Kreilkamp, (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1987), 63.
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Prior to this development, the overriding, if unspoken, assumption was that the word sex simply
meant sex-between-a man-and-a-woman. That’s what sex was. Other things involving genital
stimulation or organism were, well, something else. At least this was the operational assumption
in the minds of most people. Ah, but the Eskimos have a dozen words for snow, and in the
Western world, all the hype to the contrary notwithstanding, winter was setting in.

No sooner had this new word homosexual appeared than the word heterosexual made
its first appearance, looking for all the world like a mirror image of the word that required it as a
foil. And, so, then there were two. The world would have to wait for Alfred Kinsey before
someone would be confused enough to propose anything remotely approximating a statistical
equivalence. (Kinsey made the absurd claim that 37% of men in the U.S. had achieved orgasm
through contact with another male after adolescence.) Imperceptibly, however, the sense of
equivalence grew, for the aura of equivalence was established by the obvious vis-a-vis quality of
the two terms, or rather one word with two prefixes, one for each of the two major forms of
sex. Nor did the terms maintain for long their distinctive contours, the process of
undifferentiation, having been set in motion, continued its pace. A bisexual continuum was
postulated, along which each person — according to his or her relative heterosexual and
homosexual predilections — could be located. (Again, Kinsey’s dubious data supplied the whiff of
scientific seriousness, which was all that was required by his academic and philanthropic
enthusiasts.) Once subjected to this taxonomic division, sex, as such, became a generic term, like
the word “weather,” requiring and awaiting further specification.

Our thoughts follow the river-bed laid down for them in our language. If | fancy myself a
“boundary crosser,” or one who “pushes the envelope,” 1 will have an entirely different attitude
toward my behavior and its consequences than if | were to use, say, the more humble and
respectful vocabulary of traditional morality, which does not automatically assume that all
boundaries are an affront to the élan vital of the robust and that all norms are prisons.
Analogously, the vocabulary we use to speak of sexuality determines to a very great extent how
we think about it. Since the inconspicuous introduction of the term homosexual, followed
forthwith by heterosexual, the vocabulary for speaking of sexual activities has grown
astonishingly, while the vocabulary for speaking of the nuptial mystery has so contracted that it

was finally left to an aging celibate to begin the process of retrieving it.
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ANECDOTAL EVIDENCE

Are there loving and lasting relationships between people of the same sex? Of course
there are. Many of us have friends in such relationships, people we admire, people who are
almost surely less sinful than ourselves. When it comes to re-defining marriage in ways that
amount to defining it out of existence, however, anecdotal instances of admirable homosexual
relationships should carry no more weight than the analogous stories from the American South of
fifty years ago about the loving relationships that existed between white families and their black
nannies. Many of these stories were just as true as those about stable and happy homosexual
relationships. Neither the one nor the other should be automatically dismissed as false, nor
should either be heavily weighted in the debate over social policy. Anecdotal evidence of this
kind is a poor basis for making cultural changes in general, and especially for making such
sweeping ones as the ones now being proposed. Twenty years after the communist revolution in
Cuba the literacy rate had been improved significantly; as crime rates in New York and Chicago
were going off the charts circa, say, 1970, in Moscow they were infinitesimally small; and
Germany under the Nazis was the first European country to identify the link between tobacco
use and cancer and to launch programs designed to reduce tobacco dependence. These
anecdotes deserve very little weight when judging the wisdom of the communist regimes in Cuba
and the Soviet Union and the Nazi tyranny in Germany.

Anecdotal evidence for loving and happy polygamous marriages can be found, and more
will almost certainly be surfacing soon, as will anecdotal evidence for the loving contentment
experienced by people in this or that or the other sexually experimental arrangement. Anecdotal
evidence can surely be found for incestuous relationships between brother and sister or between
a parent and an adult child, and they, too, will surface in due course and demand their rights,
objecting to the “scapegoating” that keeps them from enjoying the privileges of marriage.
Smiling faces and testimonies of contentment will appear, faces of the nicest people in the world,
genuinely nice people. The captions beneath these smiling faces will — explicitly or implicitly —
ask: why can’t their relationship be a marriage? Or perhaps more practically: why can’t they
receive the same tax-advantages that married heterosexuals do? If social policy is made to adjust
to such anecdotal evidence, it will adjust itself into complete incoherence. The question is: is
traditional marriage, marriage between a man and a woman, different from these other

relationships or not? The answer is: of course it is. Does it deserve the privilege that it has
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enjoyed for thousands of years, a privilege that receives solemn recognition in the Hebrew

scriptures and is explicitly affirmed by Christ in the Gospels? The answer is simply obvious.

IN THE BEGINNING ...

Cultural hominization as envisioned by mimetic theory may entail a logical contradiction,
namely, that the threshold from the pre-human to the human is crossed by the killing of a
human. Human culture — which is to say, human religion — begins when a terrifying episode of
collective violence is transformed by the polarization of the violence onto one hapless victim,
against whom all unite, experiencing thereby a social bond in such stark contrast to the terror it
replaced that the event is interpreted religiously. In the aftermath of such an experience — and
with the gradual working out of rituals, myths, and taboos — cultural life establishes a tenuous
foothold, and humanity is born. Key to this hominization is a “cathartic” event which the killing
of an animal — absent ritual intensification which could not exist prior to human culture — could
not have produced. Thus the conundrum: It took a human victim to produce the requisite
catharsis which coincided with hominization.

My suggestion is that the same combination of anthropological, scriptural, and
psychological acuities that Girard synthesized in arriving at his theory of culture formation
converge as well to suggest a prior preparatory phase of a very slightly elongated hominization
process. For lack of better terminology, | will speak of this preliminary stage as the ontological
or prelapsarian hominization, which gives way in very short order to mimetic complications,
rivalry, violence, and a subsequent social hominization as described above and with which we
are all familiar."”

As mentioned, my exegetical strategy is, by present standards, rather quaint. | will adopt
an approach similar to that of the Church Fathers with one amendment. | will read the scriptural
passages relevant to my purpose as the Church Fathers might have read them had they had a
copy of Girard’s Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World and John Paul II's The
Theology of the Body on their bookshelves.

Mimetic theory has tended to corroborate a rather Hobbesian picture of the lives of our
most ancient ancestors, adding its own testimony to the repudiation of the blissful Rousseauistic

myth of peaceful origins, and properly so. However appropriate this deconstruction of romantic

" These terms, “ontological hominization” and “prelapsarian hominization™ are, admittedly, imprecise, and they may
suffer from other defects of which | am currently not aware, but | trust that the points | am trying to make by using
these terms will be clear enough in any case. A more precise vocabulary for making my argument may await the
drafting of the argument in these preliminary terms.
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idylls may be, if unnuanced, it threatens to betray a very important feature of biblical thought,
namely, the goodness of creation and an originary innocence. Attempts to find evidence for
peaceful primitive societies or even to imagine them — the perennial hobby of Western romantics
— are, of course, doomed. But, on close reading, the poetics of the biblical story of origins has to
do, not with peace in a wider social context, but with a single relationship, that between a man
and a woman, and more precisely with the very moment when that relationship becomes a
relationship, a moment which the Genesis text intimates was short-lived and which, in
anthropological actuality, was almost surely very short-lived. This relationship both originates
and achieves its incontrovertible apogee when a profound recognition of the contra-sexual other
occurs: “This, at last, is bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh” (Genesis 2:23).  The first two
chapters of Genesis suggest that the likely site of the ontological hominization — where nature
most predisposes the pre-human creature to an authentically human recognition of the other and
to non-instinctual acts of self-donation on the other’s behalf — is the non-mimetic erotic attraction
between a man and a woman. However ephemeral that moment of original other-orientation
might have been, and however inevitably followed by possessiveness, domination, rivalry and so
on, assuming only that it had the ontological ramifications of which it is, in my view, capable, it
would mark the threshold between animal and human life, a crossing which could not thereafter

be fully retraced in the opposite direction.
THE MIND OF CHRIST

St. Paul urges us to be not conformed to the spirit of this age and, instead, to put on the
mind of Christ. We are familiar enough with the spirit of this age; far too familiar, in fact, but
the mind of Christ is another matter, a far greater mystery. What might we say of it? First and
foremost, of course, the mind of Christ is a mind at prayer, a mind in communion at every
moment. Beyond this, however, it is a mind inordinately concerned with how humans are
made, with human origins, with the meaning of the creation which the Creator declared to be
“very good.” In short, it is a mind with a profoundly anthropological cast to it. It is not a mind
that finds its bearings in Jewish law, and even less in Greek speculation. It is, remarkably, a mind
concerned with “the beginning.” It is, after all, the mind of the New Adam.

We catch a glimpse of this mind at several points in the gospel accounts. One such
glimpse, familiar to students of René Girard, is the moment in John’s Gospel when Jesus offers his
Jewish audience a truth which he says will set them free. Taking umbrage, they sound for all the

world like our contemporaries, insisting that they are perfectly free enough, and asserting their
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Abrahamic patrimony. Recognizing the violence inherent in their incipient animosity, Jesus
concedes that they are descendants of Abraham, but they are not, he insists, chi/dren of Abraham,
for they are succumbing to the sacrificial temptation that Abraham famously resisted.

Understanding the meaning of this, Jesus says to them:

You belong to your father the devil and you willingly carry out your father’s desires
(epithumias). He was a murderer from the beginning and does not stand in truth, because
there is no truth in him. When he tells a lie, he speaks in character, because he is a liar and
the father of lies. (John 8:44)

We are as familiar with the anthropological meaning of this passage as we should be with
the misuse to which it has sometimes been put by Christian anti-Semites. My point in invoking it
is a small one. The passage indicates Jesus’ concern with “the beginning.” The devil has been a
murderer, a liar and the father of lies, “from the beginning.” Girard has masterfully drawn out
the anthropological significance of this scriptural passage. If the murderer has been murdering
“from the beginning,” the beginning must have been a murder. Obviously, this “beginning” is a
violent and murderous one.

All of this is familiar to those indebted as we are to René Girard, but there is another
instance of the mind of Christ brooding over beginnings in the Gospel accounts, and | want to
draw attention to it. The beginning to which it refers appears to have no connection to the
murderous beginning of the Johannine passage. This reference to the beginning is part of Jesus’
response to what seems a trick question about the Mosaic law regarding divorce. To the
Pharisees’ cunning legalistic question, Jesus gives an anthropological reply. He is concerned, not
with how meticulously we keep the codified law, but with how we humans were made “in the
beginning.”

He said in reply, “Have you not read that from the beginning the Creator ‘made them
male and female’ and said, ‘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.”
They said to him, “Then why did Moses command that the man give the woman a bill of
divorce and dismiss (her)?” He said to them, “Because of the hardness of your hearts
Moses allowed you to divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so.
(Matthew 19:4-8)"

! Previously | acknowledged the awkwardness | feel as a heterosexual male in commenting on abortion and the
redefinition of marriage to include homosexual relationships. On the question of divorce, the awkwardness is of the
opposite sort. | have been divorced. | stand under the judgment of the New Testament in this regard, and | readily
acknowledge that this is the case. Today, however, | am more happily — and sacramentally — married than | deserve to
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Here Jesus speaks again of “the beginning,” but this beginning is a prelapsarian one, one
which obviously retains a normative status for Jesus, a beginning to which he appeals in
overriding the Mosaic concession about divorce, a concession made because of humanity’s fallen
hard-heartedness.

Imagine Jesus quoting Shakespeare’s King Lear or Dante’s Purgatorio or T. S. Eliot’s The
Waste Land. Would we not want to pour over the quoted text in search of what made it so
important to him? Or, imagine that while in the midst of a heated cultural debate about the
possible inclusion of homosexual relationships in the definition of marriage, a heretofore
unknown but well-authenticated late first century text is found in which Jesus quotes from the
Genesis account of creation, and lays special emphasis on the fact that God created humanity
“male and female,” insisting thereupon that this gender differentiation is the sine qua non of
marriage. How might such a discovery impact the cultural debate over the meaning of marriage,
at least for Christians and Jews? Imagine the discovery of a text in which Jesus interprets key
Genesis texts in a stricter, more rigorous, and more “conservative” way than had Moses. What
effect would the discovery of such a text have on the debate on the meaning of marriage in a
culture with an attenuated but still discernable Christian foundation? The impact might be
expected to be great indeed. Well, of course, such a text exists and it is widely known, and not
everyone has ignored its cultural relevance. By retracing Jesus’ exegetical path from the debate
with Pharisees about the nature of the nuptial bond to the Genesis account of human
engendering, John Paul Il has located what he calls “the first draft of anthropology.” We who
presume to be working on later drafts should take a closer look.

In Matthew’s Gospel, the Pharisees raise the thorny question of divorce. Clearly the
horizon of their question is a moral and especially a legal one: What conforms to the Law of
Moses? As we said, the horizon of Jesus’ answer is anthropological. In offering an
anthropological response to their moral and legal question, however, Jesus in no way suggests
that the Mosaic criteria can or should be ignored. On the contrary, his point is that Moses
leniency with regard to divorce was a concession that Jesus himself was clearly less willing to
make. This same pattern is found whenever Jesus confronts moral matters that bear on the “one-
flesh” mystery of nuptial life. Almost immediately after saying that, “unless your righteousness

surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will not enter into the kingdom of heaven”

be. If | speak of the need to recover a sense of the nuptial mystery, | do so as one who has both lost it and recovered
it.
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(Matthew 5:20), Jesus says: “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery,’
But | say to you, everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with
her in his heart” (Matthew 5:27-28). Here, the Pharisees ask: is it legal for a man to divorce his
wife, and Jesus says, in effect, what’s at stake in their question is not the Mosaic law, but the
anthropological facts: how humans are made and why we were made that way. (There is no
reason whatsoever to assume that, in defense of marriage, Jesus would have been more
accommodating if he had been confronted, not with a question about divorce, but with the

question of homosexuality.)
GENESIS - CREATION STORIES

Genesis contains two originally independent creation stories, in chapters one and two, the
account in the second chapter of Genesis being the more ancient of the two. Interestingly, Jesus
quotes them both, locating in each the verses which have the greatest anthropological weight.
Jesus refers to Genesis 1:27 and Genesis 2:24, precisely the verses which John Paul Il has termed
“the first draft of anthropology.”

“Have you not read that from the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and female’
and said, ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his
wife, and the two shall become one flesh’? (Matthew 19:4-5)

Genesis 1:27 forges an unmistakable link between being made in the image of God and
being made male and female, the complete passage being: “So God created humankind [adam]
in his image, in the image of God he created them; male (masculine, zakar) and female (feminine,
uneqgebah) he created them.” Jesus uses these two anthropological facts — that humans are
created in the image of God and that they are therefore created for one another as contra-sexual
beings — as a bridge back to the question of divorce, which is, of course, simply a question as to
exactly how profound the marriage bond really is. The Pharisees want to know what the rules
are; but Jesus calls their attention to the anthropological mystery — inscribed in gender differences
— that the rules exist to protect and preserve.

Being made in the image of God and being made male and female are not only the
parallel elements of a single verse, but they seem to be even more intimately related. For a
Christian, this verse contains an inchoate recognition of the Trinitarian intercommunion, against
the theological backdrop of which humanity’s sexual differentiation takes on new meaning. The
meaning of human maleness and femaleness cannot be fully appreciated solely by reference to its

evolutionary antecedent, but only by reference to the ontological fulfillment toward which this
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antecedent is ordered. Grace perfects nature. If, in the animal world, sexuality is purely and
solely ordained toward biological reproduction, in the human realm it has an additional
ontological ordination, one that, to this day, has yet to be anthropologically appreciated and
theologically assimilated. The reference to Adam’s sleep in the second chapter of Genesis serves
as an apt analogue for the immense evolutionary preparation for the moment of ontological
hominization as well as for the long, slow process of theological, sacramental and
anthropological assimilation, a critical stage of which is being played out in our time and in our
midst.

“The seeds deposited in the Bible flower only after many centuries,” writes Paul
Evdokimov. “A completely new spirituality is asserting itself today, one that is searching for
neither more nor less than a priestly vocation in conjugal love...”? Undoubtedly the boldest and
most comprehensive assertion of the “priestly vocation in conjugal love™ today is that made by
John Paul Il in his Theology of the Body, where, for instance, he says this about Adam’s

exclamation:

When man, the male, awakening from the sleep of Genesis, saw the female, drawn from
him, he said: “This is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Gn 2:23). These words

express, in a way, the subjectively beatifying beginning of human existence in the world.””

This bold suggestion invites a Girardian assimilation. The Bible clearly depicts the birth of
the human prior to the fall, not simultaneous with it, as is sometimes assumed in our (Girardian)
readings. The theory of the founding murder is rigorous because, once the mimetic dynamics are
understood, it makes more sense than anything else. As we often point out, it is naive to expect
the spontaneous emergence of a “social contract” in primordial times (or even in more
contemporary settings). On the other hand, the spontaneous development of a mimetic crisis,
leading ineluctably to polarization and climaxing in unanimous violence makes perfect sense. s
there an analogous “moment” in the emergence, not of human culture, but of what is the
quintessential human experience, the experience of communion? The Pope assumes that there is,
and that its textual outcropping in the Genesis story is Adam’s exclamation upon recognizing the
woman. | think John Paul’s reading of the relevant Genesis texts is consonant with a mimetic

analysis of human beginnings.

" Paul Evdokimov, The Sacrament of Love, (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985), 41.
" John Paul Il, The Theology of the Body: Human Love in the Divine Plan, (Boston: Pauline Books, 1997), 61.
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The decisive moment of ontological or prelapsarian hominization occurs when a
transitional creature looks into the eyes of another (as animals do not) and has an experience
that corresponds to Adam’s: “This, at last, is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.” To be a
member of a species that has the capacity to have this experience is to be human.” And, under
the right circumstances, to have this experience with some measure of its spiritual, emotional, and
ontological profundity, is to have an intimation of Trinitarian life. Of course, this moment of
“ontological hominization” is as elusive as the moment of social hominization with which we are
familiar, and it is even less likely to leave discoverable traces. Moreover, in the first instance, the
experience of pure other-recognition must have lasted but a brief moment, but its inevitably
short half-life takes nothing away from its ontological significance. For, as Coventry Patmore

reminds us:

Love wakes men, once a lifetime each;

They lift their heavy lids and look;

And, lo, what one sweet page can teach
They read with joy, then shut the book:

And some give thanks, and some blaspheme,
And most forget; but, either way,

That and the child’s unheeded dream

Is all the light of all their day.”

This experience need only last for a nanosecond in order to have lasting effects. A
nanosecond later, the mimetic intrigue begins: “Who’s going to take her/him away from me?”
“The woman made me do it.” and so on, and so on. No sooner would the “this, at last...”
moment have occurred than it would have been swept up into a mimetic soap opera of some
sort, but a nanosecond is all it takes. All that the biblical account seems to insist on is that a
moment of such blessedness precede the fall. As John Paul put it in his Theology of the Body
lectures:

... man became the “image and likeness” of God not only through his own humanity, but
also through the communion of persons which man and woman form right from the

s important to note that one’s humanity is established by membership in the species that has this uniquely
powerful relational potential. It is not dependent on the individual’s ability to actualize potential at any given
moment in his or her life. One becomes a member of the human race by having human parents and at the moment of
conception, but what distinguishes the human race is the potential for the communio experience, regardless of whether
or how fully any one human being is able or willing to enter into the experience.

15 “Revelation,” Quoted: The Harper Anthology of Poetry, Ed. John Frederick Nims, (New York: Harper & Row,
1981), 414.
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beginning. ... Man becomes the image of God not so much in the moment of solitude as
in the moment of communion.”

Each human being is a person by nature and a person by grace. Each of us is a biological
person from the moment of conception and an ontological person from the moment, often just
as elusive, when the longing for communion is in some way consummated, a longing that is the
spiritual mark of our humanity, and for which we are physically and biologically predisposed as
sexually differentiated beings. There is, in other words, an ontology of nature and ontology of
grace, and they meet and mutually reveal their interconnection in the nuptial mystery.
Prelapsarian humanity begins at the moment when grace perfects nature — when sexual instinct
gives way (for one nanosecond at least) to genuine self-donating communion. This is the
mystery that is so marvelously captured by the poet of Genesis 2. The anthropological
ramification of this text is not that we only become human due to sexual ardor, but that our
sexuality is ultimately ordered — “male and female he made them” — toward the human vocation
of complete self-donation. The spark crosses the space between the poles of nature and grace,
between pre-human and human existence, where the proximity of nature and grace is the closest:
in the sexual attraction between a man and a woman.

Lest all this appear too speculative, let me quote passages from two poems by the
American poet, Theodore Roethke. The first is a passage from his poem, The Partner, in which

one senses that the poet has intimations of the threshold crossing from pre-human to human:

Between such animal and human heat

| find myself perplexed. What is desire? —
The impulse to make someone else complete?
That woman would set sodden straw on fire.
Was | the servant of a sovereign wish,

Or ladle rattling in an empty dish?"”

The second Roethke poem, Words for the Wind/, is a marvelous expression of the “this,

at last...” experience to which the Genesis account alludes:

1 kiss her moving mouth,
Her swart hilarious skin;
She breaks my breath in half;

'® John Paul Il, The Theology of the Body: Human Love in the Divine Plan, (Boston: Pauline Books, 1997), 46.
" The Partner.
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She frolics like a beast;

And | dance round and round,
A fond and foolish man,

And see and suffer myself

In another being, at last."”

That the Pope would explore this territory with more circumspection should come as no
surprise, but what is perhaps surprising is that it is this territory that he insists must be explored,
not for its titillation but for its ontological ramifications and sacramental meaning. Like Jesus in
Matthew’s Gospel, John Paul looks to “the beginning” to get his bearings, the better to assess the
moral, social and sexual crisis that was overtaking Western cultures in the late 1970s and early
1980s when he delivered his theology of the body lectures. By reading the Genesis account of
creation in light of Jesus’ recapitulation of it in the synoptic gospels, the Pope argues that the
moment of ontological hominization is inherently nuptial. As the world’s most famous celibate,
he can hardly be accused of a naturalistic reduction. The nuptiality of which he speaks is as
concretely corporeal as it is spiritually and religiously meaningful. John Paul is determined, not
only to eliminate every shred of the Manichaeism that has haunted Christian theology for two
millennia, but also to free Christian thought from lingering Neo-Platonic conceptions that subtly
or not so subtly discount or denigrate the meaning and personal significance of our corporeal
embodiment. We are bodies, and our bodies, except in the most obviously tragic cases, are
unambiguously male or female. We are men and women, not humans who just happen
coincidentally to have male or female bodies.

The irony is perfect. At the very moment when the octogenarian celibate is urging the
faithful to return from the Manichaean, Neo-Platonic, and Gnostic wilderness to the grounded
biblical realism and an incarnational Christian faith, the post-Christian hedonists, with a gaggle of
Christians in tow, are forsaking their erstwhile body-worship in favor of a Gnostic contempt for
its spiritual and moral meaning. Why? Because the crisis of distinctions finally reaches the point
at which all distinctions, be they ever so irreducible, must give way to desire. Desire trumps
everything; nothing must stand in its way, not moral standards, not laws, not decency, not the
next generation, not whatever body one happens to have at one’s disposal, nothing.

It certainly comes as no surprise to those schooled in Girardian thought that a very likely

factor in the onset of the mimetic crisis that led to the birth of human culture would have been

'® Words for the Wind!
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rivalry over sexual partners. My proposal in this regard is a modest one: that the single-victim
mechanism which gives rise to the event of social hominization is preceded by a moment of
ontological hominization, at which sexual attraction of creates the necessary preconditions for a
genuinely human, albeit admittedly rudimentary, other-recognition and evanescent experience of
self-donation: “this, at last, is bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh.” In the threshold world of
our most ancient ancestors these two moments may have been almost indistinguishable. For the
instinctual contra-sexual attraction which serves as the natural prelude to other-recognition and a
rudimentary experience of self-donation on the part of the man and woman, serves, sans grace,
to precipitate the crisis which leads precipitously to sacrificial violence. In other words, originary
forms of humanity’s only two sacrificial options — violent sacrifice and self-sacrifice — might be
traceable to instinctual contra-sexual attraction, further linking a fleeting but irreversible
ontological hominization — a momentary Eden — with a subsequent social hominization: the first

of the kingdoms of “this world.”

SUITABLE PARTNER

The Biblical drama of hominization effectively begins with the verse in the first chapter of
Genesis in which the fact that humans are made in the image of God and the fact that they are
made male and female are conjoined. The drama continues, in the second chapter, when God
says: “It is not good for the man to be alone. | will make a suitable partner for him” (Genesis
2:18). This “suitable partner”, according to Eugene H. Maly, writing in the Jerome Biblical
Commentary, implies both sexual complementarity and ontological equality. It is ludicrous to
suggest that it was just an oversight or a culturally induced homophobic reflex that prevented the
biblical writer and his subsequent redactors from including other sexual arrangements to a
catalogue of “suitable partners” capable of entering into this primordial sacrament.

The reason it is not good that man should be alone is not that alone his social welfare or
psychological wellbeing might suffer, but simply because the human person is ontologically
oriented to an other, or as Girard would say, the human psychological situation is not that of
individuality, but of interdividuality. It would be the stuff of stand-up comedy to suggest that
what makes the Genesis partners suitable for one another is their social or psychological
compatibility. On the contrary, the Genesis text could not be clearer: their mutual suitability is
inscribed in their bodies as masculinity and femininity. In fact, it is the only thing we know about
them at this point. Far from being merely the vestige of a meaningless biological and

evolutionary development that gender difference is in non-human creatures, by biblical
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standards, human contra-sexuality serves a higher ontological purpose, namely the one-flesh
experience which is epitomized by Adam’s “This, at last, is bone of my bone and flesh of my
flesh” (Genesis 2:23), the scriptural marker for what John Paul Il has called, “the subjectively
beatifying beginning of human existence in the world.””

The “one flesh” passage in Genesis, to which Jesus explicitly refers in replying to questions
about divorce, is typically passed over lightly, as though it were but a poetic allusion to, or
metaphor for, interpersonal contentment or sexual intimacy. As John Paul’s assessment suggests,
a consensus is forming within Catholic theology which attributes ontological significance to this
“one flesh” reference. Hans Urs von Balthasar, for instance, quotes with approval the assertion
that nuptial spouses become “two poles of one single reality, two different realizations of one
single being, two entia in one single case, one existences in two lives...”2° It is in keeping with
this understanding of the nuptial mystery that Catholic sacramental theology treats the wedding
of man and woman as having ontological consequences, which in turn are premised on a natural
sexual difference which is ordained, not just to reproduction, but to the “one-flesh” communio —
“one existence in two lives.” The subtle effect of the ontology of communion is no argument
against it. The formal sacrament of matrimony exists to raise this subtle effect to consciousness so
that its potential beneficiaries might be more likely to become its actual beneficiaries.

The mystery of the “one-flesh” communio is the mystery of oneness and otherness, and
its ontological potential is circumscribed by these two requirements. If the oneness of being is
inadequate — as it often is in a culture as dedicated to autonomy as ours is today — then otherness
remains a source of alienation. If the otherness is impaired — as it is, for instance, in the case of
homoerotic or incestuous relationships — then its ontological potential is lost. We are all altered
by our relationships, and often enough indelibly so: those we love become part of our lives.
There is hardly a more powerful and permanent love than that of a parent for a child, but the
origin of that love is the nuptial love of the parents for one another, and it is this nuptial
relationship to which the Hebrew Bible and the Christian New Testament ascribe unique
ontological significance. Other relationships, however psychologically profound and worthy of
social solicitude, lack the biological, psychological, emotional, and spiritual complementarity that
gives the nuptial act between a man and a woman its uniqueness, its capacity to transform their

sexual otherness into an occasion for a deeper union. The relationship between a parent and a

" John Paul Il, The Theology of the Body: Human Love in the Divine Plan, (Boston: Pauline Books, 1997), 61.
*® The Vion Balthasar Reader, trans. Robert J. Daly, S.J. and Fred Lawrence, (New York: Crossroad Hearder, 1997), 73.
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child, the sibling relationship, deep and abiding friendships — intense as these are and as worthy
as they are of our efforts to foster them, these relationships do not have the ontological potential
which is the exclusive privilege of the nuptial relationship between a man and a woman. If
relationships as natural and as subtended by instinctual bonds as the parent-child and sibling
relationships do not share in this privilege, it can hardly be argued that homosexual relationships
can share in it.

The natural meaning of conjugal union is childbearing, and the natural outcome of
nuptial love is the family. The Church insists that marriage has two dimensions, the procreative
and the unitive. The deeper ontological meaning of the unitive, though it is celebrated
sacramentally, has yet to be fully assimilated either theologically or anthropologically. Until this
assimilation takes place, the unitive dimension of spousal love will continue to be regarded by
many as synonymous with sexual pleasure or romantic feelings or perhaps the periodic
restoration of marital congeniality. It is, in part, this inadequate appreciation of the nuptial
mystery of human self-donation that John Paul 1l set out to rectify by lecturing on the the