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 Faithful disciples of Christ in every age and culture have struggled to understand and accept all that 

Christ’s austere teaching on purity of heart required of them. And many different Christian authors over the 

centuries have assisted the faithful by explaining and illustrating in various ways the nature of divine love and 

the call of Christ to purity of heart. St John of the Cross, for example, insisted that full personal union of the 

human soul with God requires nothing less than having no personal desires other than the desire to imitate 

Christ and to do the will of the Father. Such absolute purity is humanly impossible, but it is offered to everyone 

through grace and the active pursuit of virtue. Christ wants to transform our desires and establish his kingdom 

in our hearts. This spiritual truth has been a common theme in Carmelite spirituality. John Paul II, canonized 

this year on Divine Mercy Sunday, developed this theme profoundly and thoroughly in his writings and 

provided Carmelite spirituality with the intellectual resources of the modern philosophy of personalism. The 

same spiritual principle has often been taught and illustrated in popular works of Christian literature, such as 

those by C.S. Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien. Christ revealed that the way of spiritual perfection is the same for 

every person in every age and culture. Everyone is called to personal communion with God and each other 

through the active practice of the infused virtues of faith, hope, and love. The more sacrificially we exercise 

these virtues, the more curatively we purify our hearts, and the more completely we possess union with God and 

true happiness. 

St John Paul II’s Theology of the Body 

The theology of the body is the systematic catechesis introduced and developed by John Paul II in his 

weekly general audiences from September 5, 1979 to November 28, 1984. The teachings which he presented at 

these audiences were originally translated from Italian to English and published each week by L’Osservatore 

Romano. In 1997 they were all reprinted in a single volume by Pauline Books and Media as The Theology of the 

Body: Human Love in the Divine Plan. This translation was eventually revised by Michael Waldstein, who was 

working from a copy of the Polish typescript that John Paul II had used in preparing his weekly audiences. In 
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2006 this new translation was published by Pauline Books as Man and Woman He Created Them: A Theology 

of the Body (henceforth TOB).  

In these audiences John Paul II systematically explored the special significance of Christ’s redemption 

of mankind with regard to the human body and the institution of marriage. One of the main goals of this 

sustained theological endeavor was to reveal and clarify the biblical foundations for the moral norm reaffirmed 

by Paul VI in Humanae Vitae (11): “…each and every marriage act must remain open to the transmission of 

life.”  This was a rather challenging goal because Sacred Scripture never literally and formally expresses this 

moral norm. It belongs to the natural law (our natural but sometimes unclear intellectual knowledge of right and 

wrong), and it is preserved in Sacred Tradition, but any biblical principles which can be offered in support of it 

are admittedly indirect (TOB 07-18-84). John Paul II accepted the challenge and constructed a framework of 

exposition which provided an overwhelming amount of indirect biblical evidence for the truth of the moral 

norm of Humanae Vitae. 

The theology of the body is therefore essentially a biblical theology. As we observe its development in 

John Paul II’s audiences, we learn that its constitutive elements are derived from three different sayings of 

Christ: one in which Christ recalls the “beginning” of the human body in original innocence (Mt 19:3-9, Mk 

10:2-12), another in which Christ appeals to the human heart to overcome the hereditary lust of the flesh 

through the gifts of the Holy Spirit (Mt 5:27-32), and a third in which Christ affirms and explains the future 

resurrection of the human body (Mt 22:24-30, Mk 12:18-27, Lk 20:27-40). Evangelical Christians are familiar 

with the form of theology which carefully traces themes through various passages of Sacred Scripture and then 

amalgamates the different aspects of these themes into integrated statements of revealed truth. This is what John 

Paul II does with each of the three themes taken from the sayings of Christ (TOB 07-28-82). Thus the theology 

of the body is first of all a systematic interpretation of what Sacred Scripture teaches us about the body, an 

interpretation advanced by a Roman Pontiff and Saint of the Catholic Church. It summarizes what the Bible 

says about the primordial beginning of man, the present heart of man, and the future resurrection of man. 
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As such, the theology of the body implicitly includes a biblical anthropology (an understanding of 

human nature and human experience), a biblical pedagogy (an understanding of the forms of education required 

for the realization of our natural and supernatural potential), and a biblical eschatology (an understanding of our 

ultimate destiny). As a biblical anthropology and eschatology it imparts to us an enlightened understanding of 

the body on the basis of what has been revealed about its original state, its fallen state, its resurrected state, its 

inherent dignity, its nuptial meaning, and its sacramental sanctification. Supplementally, the theology of the 

body also teaches us about the subjective dimensions of each of these essential aspects of our bodily and 

spiritual life in Christ. Thus it connects with what we naturally know about ourselves on the basis of our 

subjective experience of what it means to exist objectively as a union of spirit and matter. From the outset John 

Paul II emphasizes that Sacred Scripture always speaks to us not only from God’s perspective but also from the 

perspective of our human consciousness. Adam, for example, discovers that of all bodily creatures he alone is a 

person, and in this discovery he becomes terribly aware of his original solitude in the visible world (TOB 10-24-

79). Scripture affirms not only the metaphysical superiority of human beings with respect to all other creatures 

on earth, but also the common human experience of that metaphysical superiority. Furthermore, in describing 

how the body was experienced by our first parents in the beginning and how the body will be experienced in the 

future resurrection, Scripture enables us to go beyond our own present experience of the body and to understand 

truths about the body which are inaccessible to us apart from divine revelation (TOB 12-16-81). 

Purity of Heart 

As a biblical pedagogy, the theology of the body addresses the objective and subjective dimensions of 

our bodily nature also in regard to our progress in Christian perfection. It is an education which cultivates both 

the objective norm of controlling our bodies in holiness and honor (1 Th 4:4) and the subjective transformation 

of our hearts enabling us to bring our voluntary thoughts and desires into harmony with the natural and 

supernatural dignity of our bodies (Mt 5:28). Purity of heart is the spiritual liberation of our inner selves from 

lust so that they might be conformed to the objective moral order (TOB 04-08-81). This is the same sort of 

moral education which C.S. Lewis emphasizes in The Abolition of Man (University of Durham: Riddell 
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Memorial Lectures, 15
th

 series, published by Macmillan Publishing Co., 1947). As Lewis argues, any good 

moral education must transform the personal subjectivity of the student by encouraging sentiments that are just, 

and by removing sentiments that are unjust, in accord with the standards of objective value. This is necessary 

because lust effectively prevents our hearts from feeling disgust toward things that are truly base, and pleasure 

toward things that are truly noble. Left to ourselves, then, we find ourselves enslaved by our passions and 

incapable of having the proper affections. 

A large part of our problem is our inability to control our sexual desires, but John Paul II points out that 

we are even more profoundly subject to lust in all three forms specified in the second chapter of the First Letter 

of John: “the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life” (TOB 04-30-80). Lust is not just sexual. 

Not only are we inclined to find pleasure in sex apart from marriage, we also have inordinate attachments to 

possessions and power. In this sense, lust is primarily a spiritual problem, and it is not simply of the flesh. 

Human beings experience a lust of the flesh because we exist as a union of spirit and matter, but Sacred 

Scripture reveals that we also suffer from the purely spiritual lust for power and domination that led to the fall 

of the angels. The will to power is itself a form of lust. Very often we find that our attachment to our own will is 

a more profound tyranny than our attachment to the pleasures of the senses. To release us from these spiritual 

chains, the Christian Scriptures direct us to enter the school of faith and the sacraments, in which nothing less 

than the wisdom of Christ and the love of the Holy Spirit are cultivated in us. 

In this biblical pedagogy of the body it is Christ himself who becomes our divine pedagogue, 

conforming our thoughts and desires to his own. Purity of heart is imparted to us through the gifts of the Holy 

Spirit. Nevertheless, this inner transformation requires a serious effort on our part. Until we are supernaturally 

perfected and liberated from lust, there remains in us a radical opposition between the desires of the body, 

which we have by nature, and the desires of the Holy Spirit, which we have by grace. We cannot return to the 

state of original innocence, but we can and must enter into the mystery of the redemption carried out by Christ. 

Having been united to Christ in faith through the sacraments, we must take up the Cross and proceed along the 

way of temperance through the mastery of our desires, denying ourselves and giving ourselves as Christ did in 
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the love of God and neighbor. The transformation of our hearts begins when we enter into an alliance with the 

presence of Christ in our souls. Through temperance and self-control we keep our hearts turned toward the 

wisdom and love of God in us and away from lust in all its forms.  

If we have been accustomed to yield to the desires of the flesh, then the practice of self-denial will 

initially leave us suspended in emptiness and bitterness, but the Holy Spirit will not fail to give us courage and 

perseverance. For those who answer the call to purity of heart, the way is seldom easy, and it is often intensely 

difficult. In order to receive the fullness of this grace we must offer ourselves to God with an absolute 

commitment and an active collaboration, but often we find that our commitment is rather conditional and our 

collaboration is rather half-hearted. In order to acquire self-mastery through the gifts of the Holy Spirit, we must 

repeatedly recommit ourselves to the constant and habitual practice of self-denying mortification. Gradually the 

bitter emptiness of this practice disappears as we form new habits and begin to experience the joy of personal 

dignity in the acquisition of virtue. We rejoice that God is setting us free from the tyranny of lust and enabling 

us to imitate Christ in the practice of self-giving love, and the spiritual joy of this divine love is as far above the 

pleasures of the body as heaven is above earth (TOB 12-03-80, 04-01-81). 

J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings 

 

 There are various narratives by which we might illustrate the pursuit of Christian perfection, but the 

triumph of self-giving love over the tyranny of lust has been portrayed for us in an especially beautiful way this 

past century by the Quest of Frodo the Hobbit in J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings (New York: Ballantine 

Books, 1965). In the story, the spiritual dimension of lust is symbolized by the magic Ring which Frodo inherits 

from his uncle Bilbo. Frodo’s friend Gandalf solemnly informs him that this Ring is not a harmless amusement 

but a thing of great evil, having the capacity to turn him into a slave of Sauron, the fallen angel in the land of 

Mordor who desires to plunge all of Middle-earth into eternal darkness. Gandalf explains that it was Sauron 

who forged the Ring in the fires of Mount Doom and filled it with his spirit. In order for his evil dominion to be 

broken, the Ring must be destroyed in the fires from whence it came. This is an astonishing and alarming 

revelation, but at Gandalf’s word Frodo accepts it on faith and eventually realizes that he is the one ordained to 
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carry the Ring secretly into Mordor and to destroy it for the salvation of Middle-earth. As the Ring-bearer, he 

must firmly resist the lust for the power of the Ring, which, according to the threefold distinction given in the 

First Letter of John, can be identified with the spiritual form of lust called “the pride of life.”  Frodo is uniquely 

suited for this resistance by his profound humility. 

The creature Gollum, in contrast, is someone who lives under the merciless tyranny of the lust for the 

power of the Ring, and ultimately he cannot keep himself from trying to kill Frodo in order to take the Ring for 

his own delight. Frodo, however, shows great pity and mercy toward Gollum, recognizing that he and Gollum 

are suffering from the same curse, and he gives Gollum every opportunity to repent. There are some who, like 

Boromir of Gondor, desire the Ring because they believe that its power could be put to a noble purpose, but 

Gandalf and the wise Elves insist that this is impossible, for the Ring is thoroughly evil and will conquer the 

one who wields it.  

Frodo gradually becomes aware that the Quest to destroy the Ring is going to require that he make an 

absolute sacrifice of his own life, but with his mind made up and his will firm he carries the Ring toward its 

final destruction in a laborious act of self-giving love, expecting to pay for this victory with the price of his own 

life. In the end, however, the lust of the Ring conquers even Frodo, and standing at the edge of the fires in 

Mount Doom he finds that he cannot dispose of it. He can no longer resist the desire to keep it for himself. The 

salvation of Frodo and Middle-earth comes about only through divine mercy providentially at the last minute 

when Gollum violently takes the Ring from Frodo and in so doing falls into the fires, perishing with it forever 

and ending the evil reign of Sauron. Immediately a new era of serenity and peace comes to Middle-earth, and in 

the end Frodo is given the grace to take ship with Gandalf and the Elves and to pass into the Uttermost West.  

The moral of the story is clear. If Frodo had not shown mercy to Gollum, the Quest to destroy the Ring 

would have failed, and the outcome would have been far worse than death. Thus the Quest of Frodo teaches the 

Christian Beatitude “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.” But the story also teaches “Blessed 

are the pure in heart, for they shall see God,” and it emphasizes that purity of heart requires absolute self-denial 

and self-sacrifice in collaboration with the grace and mercy of God. If we reject God’s grace and mercy, we are 
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inevitably enslaved and doomed by our own thoughts and desires, as Gollum is. But those who deny themselves 

and follow the way of sacrificial love through faith, as Frodo does, are blessed and protected by heaven.  

Mount Calvary, Mount Doom, and Mount Carmel 

Christ brings about the final victory of love over lust in the hearts of those who have given themselves 

completely to him and carried the Cross with him up Mount Calvary. If we do not resist our desires then we will 

never master them, and if we carelessly indulge our desires then they will master us. Christ will transform our 

hearts and bring our desires into conformity with the objective moral order and with his own divine will, so that 

we want only what is right and good, but first it is necessary for us to endure a difficult process of detachment 

from lust in all its forms. It is his will that we actively participate in the lessons he offers us in the school of 

faith, hope, and charity, and he increasingly reveals to us attachments which we did not know we had. To those 

who are willing to deny themselves in everything, the perfection of the knowledge and love of God is given. 

The active practice of asceticism with regard to our natural desires is necessary for Christian perfection. This is 

the foundation of a truly biblical spirituality, and it is consistently taught by the Doctors of the Church. St John 

of the Cross, for example, expresses the basic principle categorically and poetically in The Ascent of Mount 

Carmel 1:13 (translated by Kieran Kavanaugh, OCD, and Otilio Rodriguez, OCD, in The Collected Works of St 

John of the Cross, ICS Publications, 1991):  

To reach satisfaction in all, desire satisfaction in nothing.  

To come to possess all, desire the possession of nothing. 

To arrive at being all, desire to be nothing. 

To come to the knowledge of all, desire the knowledge of nothing. 

According to St John of the Cross, the only way to overcome the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, 

and the pride of life completely through perfect union with God is to desire satisfaction in nothing, to desire the 

possession of nothing, to desire to be nothing, and to desire to know nothing but Jesus Christ and him crucified. 

With regard to the pride of life, purity of heart entails that unlike the fallen angels we have no desire to rule over 

anyone, and that like Christ we wish to be the servant of all. With regard to the lust of the eyes, purity of heart 

entails that we have no desire to possess anything, and that we do not regard any person merely as an object of 
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use. With regard to the lust of the flesh, purity of heart entails not only that we recognize that the satisfaction of 

our sexual desires apart from marriage is wrong, but also that we subjectively do not have desires for sexual 

satisfaction apart from marriage. The nobility of sexual intercourse is found only within marriage, and those 

who are completely pure in heart are repulsed by the very thought of sexual activity apart from marriage. The 

intrinsic evil of sexual intercourse apart from marriage is so apparent to those who are pure in heart that they 

regard any such proposal as shocking and find it utterly undesirable. This is the nature of true freedom, to find 

pleasure only in what is truly good, and to find only pain is what is truly evil. 

Within marriage, loving sexual communion is truly good, beautiful, and desirable, and ought to be 

recognized and enjoyed as such by those who are married, but those called to the vocation of marriage must be 

liberated from the lust of the flesh just as surely as those called to the vocation of virginity or celibacy for the 

sake of the kingdom of God. In the marital embrace, purity of heart entails that the spouses are not treating each 

other merely as objects for the satisfaction of their desires or the gratification of their egos or emotions. When 

we clearly understand what lust is, and how very different it is from love, we are able to recognize that just as a 

lustful look is contrary to purity of heart, a lustful marital embrace is contrary to purity of heart. And we can 

recognize that a truly loving union entails much more than simply giving each other pleasure. Lust in the heart 

always debases the true spiritual value of the marital embrace and depersonalizes it as an act of communion. 

Accordingly, those of us who are married must exercise some caution in how we are approaching our spouses in 

the natural desire for sexual pleasure and emotional gratification. This desire must undergo a development and 

transformation so that it is truly self-giving and no longer self-seeking. It is not always easy for us to discern the 

difference between love and lust, for lust tends to disguise itself as love. For this reason, John Paul II tells us 

that married couples must examine their sexual motivations and commit themselves to acquiring the self-

mastery and detachment necessary for a use of marital intercourse that is truly loving and completely liberated 

from lust. To arrive at this level of perfection certainly requires a great deal of personal effort in self-mastery, 

but it is offered to all married couples through formation in the school of faith, hope, and charity (TOB 09-10-

80, 10-08-80, 12-03-80).  
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Contraception versus Natural Family Planning 

  The way to purity of heart is through the practice of self-control. The married couple who decides to 

bring some form of contraception into their sexual communion has no intention to practice the temperance 

necessary for the mastery of their sexual desires. If they had that intention, they would welcome the opportunity 

to abstain for the sake of avoiding pregnancy whenever they had a just and serious reason to do so. The whole 

point of using contraception is to eliminate the need for self-control with regard to sexual desire, and thus it 

regards sexual self-control not as a good to be pursued but as an evil to be avoided. It abandons the quest for the 

final victory of love over lust, and it deprives marriage of an essential aspect of its developmental power. The 

consistent outcome of the practice of marital contraception is that by intentionally separating sexual interaction 

from the capacity for procreation the couple remains under the tyranny of lust, even though in their own minds 

and hearts they may be thinking that by contracepting their union they are doing what is best for each other. 

 The practice of natural family planning is altogether different. It regards sexual self-control as a virtue to 

be cultivated and marriage as an education in love. It is a spiritual discipline directed toward the liberation of 

sexual union from the tyranny of lust, so that the marital embrace can be enjoyed in the fullness of the spiritual 

values which it is capable of realizing in the life of the married couple. As such, natural family planning is in 

harmony with the biblical pedagogy of the body. The quest for purity of heart, however, is seldom easy, and it is 

often intensely difficult. We may at times find ourselves suspended in emptiness, and we may feel as if we are 

ascending Mount Doom. Gradually, if our hearts are open to the grace of God, we will begin to experience the 

joy and dignity of sacrificial love. As with so many other worthwhile things in life, we should acknowledge the 

difficulty and appreciate the benefits. This is exactly what Paul VI did in Humanae Vitae (21): 

To dominate instinct by means of one’s reason and free will undoubtedly requires ascetical practices, so 

that the affective manifestations of conjugal life may observe the correct order, in particular with regard 

to the observance of periodic continence. Yet this discipline which is proper to the purity of married 

couples, far from harming conjugal love, rather confers on it a higher human value. It demands continual 

effort, yet thanks to its beneficent influence, husband and wife fully develop their personalities, being 

enriched with spiritual values. Such discipline bestows upon family life fruits of serenity and peace, and 

facilitates the solution of other problems; it favors attention for one’s partner, helps both parties to drive 

out selfishness, the enemy of true love, and deepens their sense of responsibility (cf. TOB 04-08-81).  
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Natural family planning is an ascetical practice in the school of love under the biblical pedagogy of the 

theology of the body. Asceticism and purity of heart are inseparable. The suggestion that we replace the 

ascetical practice of natural family planning with a comfortable contraceptive is the suggestion that we deprive 

ourselves of the spiritual benefits of self-discipline in one of the most important aspects of the body. As a 

simple analogy we might consider that if we are walking home from work each day for the sake of our health, 

the fact that we can spare ourselves a great deal of effort by taking the bus does not seem very attractive. The 

perfective good of the daily discipline is exactly what we want. In the same way, the perfective good of the 

discipline of natural family planning is exactly what we want. The goal is not only to avoid sin but also to 

acquire purity of heart, and purity of heart involves not only the practice of the virtue of temperance but also the 

transformation of our bodily desires so that they correspond to our spiritual desires (TOB 04-01-81). 

At first, we may be forced to struggle against our sexual instinct in order to dominate it and restrain it 

within the bounds of reason, but gradually, through the gifts of the Holy Spirit, our sexual desires will align 

themselves with what we know to be the proper enjoyment of sexual pleasure, and then we will no longer be 

violently tempted against chastity. While the perfection proper to married life is quite different from the 

perfection proper to unmarried life, the vocation to purity and chastity is universal. The sexual discipline proper 

to the unmarried is perpetual abstinence from sexual pleasure. The sexual discipline proper to the married is 

perpetual abstinence from sexual pleasure apart from one’s spouse, and periodic abstinence from sexual 

pleasure with one’s spouse in accord with the demands of temperance and prudence. Abstinence makes the 

heart grow fonder. Indeed, this is one of the most important practices of asceticism by which Christ desires to 

achieve the final victory of love over lust in our hearts and thus to establish a new era of serenity and peace in 

our lives. 

Contraception is a way of life that has become quite precious to many married couples. The Church has 

some news for those who are married and using contraceptives, in the same way that Gandalf had some news 

for Frodo about the Ring. Contraception is not a harmless pleasure, but a thing of great evil. It has the capacity 

to hold a marriage under the tyranny of lust. It will damage the love that the married couple has for one another. 
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It will encourage selfishness, and it can easily lead to divorce. Contraception must be totally removed from a 

marriage in order for the dominion of lust over it to be completely broken. This may come as an astonishing and 

alarming revelation, but if we accept it and undertake the difficult quest for purity of heart, Christ will give us 

the victory. The Church assures us of this victory, even as she acknowledges the difficulty: 

It is not easy for man, wounded by sin, to maintain moral balance. Christ’s gift of salvation offers us the 

grace necessary to persevere in the pursuit of the virtues. Everyone should always ask for this grace of 

light and strength, frequent the sacraments, cooperate with the Holy Spirit, and follow his calls to love 

what is good and shun evil (Catechism of the Catholic Church 1811). 

 

There are many who believe that the practice of contraception can be put to some good purpose, in the 

same way that Boromir thought that the power of the Ring could be put to a good purpose. But just as Gandalf 

and the wise Elves warned Boromir that the Ring was thoroughly evil and would make him a slave of Sauron if 

he used it, the Church in her wisdom warns us that contraception is utterly incapable of being ordered to the 

common good or to the good of the person who practices it (cf. John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, Encyclical, 

1993, 80-81). Indeed, contraception is a serious sin, and if we know that it is a serious sin and refuse to give it 

up, then ultimately it will drag us into the fires from whence it came. 

We long for a world where virtue is seen as a good to be pursued and vice is seen as an evil to be 

avoided, where love is pure, and pride is conquered. Through the gifts of the Holy Spirit and the practice of the 

virtues, as we deny ourselves, take up the Cross and follow Christ, we realize this grace in our own lives and 

participate in the liberation of the earth from the reign of lust. May we all follow this call with the generosity 

and courage of the Saints. May we all follow this call with the generosity and courage of Frodo the Hobbit. St 

John of the Cross, J.R.R. Tolkien, and St John Paul II have taught us the lesson well. Our vocation is love, and 

love is sacrificial. This is the only way to fulfill our destiny and find true happiness.  

 Come, Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of your faithful, 

 And kindle in them the fire of your love. 

 Send forth your Spirit, and they shall be created, 

 And you will renew the face of the earth (Roman Missal). 

 

Deacon T. Jamison, OCDS, PhD 


