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ADAPTATIONS IN FRANCE~III
J. M. Dusors, 0.p.

Virginity

F, in order to remain truly religious, any adaptation must

leave untouched the essence of the vows of obedience, and ©

poverty, it is even more evident that it must not touch th
essence of the vow of virginity. One day I was reading variot$
passages from the Directory of the ancelles to a Benedictine ntt
The paragraph concerning obedience began with these words
‘Fundamentallyit is obedience which makes nuns of you.” She exclaime¢-
‘Oh, no, indeed! If I am 2 nun it is before all because I am 2
consecrated virgin!’ I think that as 2 matter of fact she was right-
Of the three vows one can say that in substance virginity s,
all that it offers and expresses, the most characteristic of a religl,o‘fs
consecration. Perhaps we shall come back to this. In any case 1f 15
clear that there can be no toning down in the practice of chas”
tity. Consecration to God is an absolute.

However, in this sphere as with the others a certain adap
is noteworthy. It lies either in the teaching of the vow of ch
or in the traditional ascetism organized with a view t©
preservation.

As a matter of fact there is a considerable advance in 2
as to virginity or chastity—now-a-days one can speak o 3
openly. I do not know whether it was the samc in English Conh
gregations, but certainly in France onc approached all Sues
subjects with an exaggerated discretion. Not a few yOUI?g‘I,l.CS
came to their profession or undertook charitable respOHSlblhuhé
or educational ones, without having been enlightened %boutfi
mystery of love and life other than quite vaguely and veiled W an
false shame. You can easily understand that this ignorance any
confusion caused many doubts and difficulties, and troubled 0
consciences. . and

It is interesting to notice that today a far better formatio? s
information is provided as to these matters. Novice_mlstr?ews
take on the task in their instructions and in private 1t
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https://doi.org/10.1017/50269359300014543 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0269359300014543

ADAPTATIONS IN FRANCE 373

Much more openly and straightforwardly than in the past. Sub-
JeCts such as chastity, sexuality, life, the body, and even mere
Ygiene are approached quite frankly instead of with a terrified
Iscretion. Novice mistresses and superiors themselves profit from
“Ourses and sessions to which theologians, psychologists, psy-
“hiatrists and doctors bring the fruits of their experience and their
tesearch. This is moreover occasioned by the atmosphere of a
cTentUry unfortunately distinguished as an aphrodisiac century.
he women who enfer religious life are bathed in what one can
fardly cal] 4 civilization, in a world of pictures, styles, literature;
» a0 atmosphere where the realities of love and life are often
?‘}thlng but sources of pleasure, eroticism, more or less crude or
“thed. Some arrive already tarnished by life, in their hearts, in
noetlr minds, even in their bodies. By a curious paradox this does
ol Mean that they are more informed, more prepared than the
€15, What matters is that the novice mistress should explain
cas 88 clearly and peaceably. This is even more necessary in the
¢ of nuns whose apostolic work mingles them with a world
€re such conditions are rife.
ere is thus in certain respects, 2 new factor. One talks about
ofiﬁty. This a preliminary adaptation, necessitated by the spirit
o world in which we live and by the mentality of the younger
Cration who are soaked in it. It is interesting to note this. But
at IS.far more interesting to observe is the evolution in the way
k;:H:hmg about it. A more ‘immediately theological teaching
Mo 61 place of the moFallzmg content—is substltgted for the
from h; ess negative warnings and advice about chastity. It is thus
More O points of view that the F:ducauon of virginity becqmes
realistic. It has developed simultaneously along two lines.
the one hand the frank direct information we have spoken of,
theol(;n the othcr_ t_he luminous an.d uplifted point of view of a
IYricang of virginity. The attraction for poverty—often .rather
q%nd\wbose existence we .notlced' in modern youth, is fre—
to (v ) accompanied by a veritable discovery of the consecration
°d, with all that this implies in positive values, adoration,
absc}:ﬁ:, Mtimacy, tenderness towards the Lord. This sense of the
abar 1€ of God in the order of love corresponds with what
isorlrllment meant 1n the order of earthly_posscssions.
Temarl g)reOVet significant that Father Perrin, author of a recent
able book on Virginity, should be at the same time the
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founder of Caritas Christi, a new secular institute. It is the same¢
movement which inspired both the desire for a presence in the
world, and also that of consecration to God; that is why on¢
speaks more readily of virginity than of chastity, and why on¢
sees in the virginal vocation the condition if not the substanc
itself of contemplative life. A virgin is one who does not look 3¢
her world, and is not interested to know whether any one Jooks
at her. She is in the world without being of the world, not becaus®
of fear of evasion, but because of her desire to return as nearly 25
possible to the divine source. In such a spirit it is not enoug
merely to possess oneself. The essential is to keep oneself for Go¢-
Virginity thus not only includes moral protection, butalsostraight”
way takes on a theological significance. ]

We have said that the adaptability of anything is in proportio?
with its vitality, with its attitude to reality. We must note here ?
real and profound adaptation with regard to everything concer?”
ing the vow of chastity, just as much from the lowly and realist1c
point of view of camnal things as from the higher level of the
reality of God. As a matter of fact, this is not a real discovery bu*
just a return after so many centuries of Cartesianism and Kanti2%"
ism to Christian health—that of the great apostles, the great
monks, the great monastic law-makers. They did not ignore €V
indeed, nor the wounds of the flesh, less than we, doubtless, but
they only spoke of the perils of the flesh in the light of the
seduction of the love of God.

A whole series of detailed adaptations corresponds, in the
ascetic order, by which one traditionally guarantees chastity
this adaptation in religious education and formation. Some o the®
are at the very concrete level of physical and psychological liter
others at the more religious level of observances.

Take first of all the adaptations of thythm of life. Ten or tWqu;
years ago certain points would have seemed absolute. In our daZc
their modification is almost taken for granted. I mean all tho s
questions of sleep, of rest, of time-table, of hygiene, etc. Th?fea‘
a host of examples—individual or general dispensations, mOd‘ﬁc
tion of thythm of life in order to diminish nervous tenstof *
establish physical equilibrium. This sort of adaptation is ct?ncemhc
with concessions to the mentality, habits and insufficiencies Oh e
present generation. Women who enter religious life now airl
lived a more open, a more ventilated life. They have bee? &
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gi‘de& They have been camping. They have travelled, and
W }i,:d games. Religious life can no longer ignore these habits
Frenchplay‘a' part now in all contemporary life. Thus in most
-ACh novitiates the sisters now do gymnastics. That may seem
?:;giud'le normal thing in England. In France the effect was
Presenzlonary. .Futherrpore, another strange paradox in the
Moder generation, in spite of the openness and the freedom of the
Candidn world, or perhaps even bgcause of it, a great many
of th ates are more delicate, more nervous, less stable than those
€ past. The rhythm of religious life must take account of this.
Pherf;e we must mention that ever more frequently recurring
Ceminmenon of adaptation—psychiatric intervention in the dis-
of theg and orientation of difficult vocations, and more precisely
knoy, tI}DISychlatnst in the treatment of difficulties over chastity. I
ot o at T. S. Eliot in The Cocktail Party gives to his psychiatrist
angeh‘J t}}e'prlestly role of derCt-Olg of souls, but also the almost
Brent ¢ ucidity of a master of destinies. I know also that there are
of py ﬁthohc psychiatrists, ;:.nd that at- Rome there is a congress
Oreyc olz.malysm. Father Pl¢, whom I {eplagc tqday, wpuld be

; Cer(tlﬁa ified than I to tell you about this. It is quite possible that
2 theln cases the psychoanalyst is more useful and successful
Severe] flxorqlst. It remains true, however, that psychoanalysis is
thOSe\z,’ andicapped by the materialism of its initiators and of
0 prr theorize. Doubtless it is a technique, but it is difficult
place %; lctliOf the mystique in which it developed. This is not the
adaptati Iscuss it, but it is important to‘havc ‘1nd1cated this
desirabl on in the educa:t:lon of chastity. It is pOSS{bIe, and even
ow ti’ that progress in medical and psychological technique
Novice In? collaboration of psychiatrist, spiritual director and
is mainta.StreSS, on condition that the transcendence of the spirit
Otdey of I(Iiled. We should not too readily claim success in the
the part Adaptation. This question demands attentive reflection on
°f novi of theologians, and a great deal of discernment on the part

OWCC Mistresses,

Cong; .Oer‘l’ef) the ascesis of chastity is not limited to psychological
? religio % OF even to Ehysiological ones. There is more properly
Culgpay oS aspect of the problem, that of the observances cal-
Ome ; t° Protect the virginal vocation. One notices here likewise
t}lose 0feres.tmg adaptations. However, these do not arise, as do

Which we have been speaking, from concessions to the
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mental atmosphere or the usage of new techniques. They 2% |
rather, exacted by the apostolic vocation. We are about to 1€,
discover the same inspiration which caused the changes of
emphasis we noticed over obedience and poverty. ¢
Monastic traditions safeguard the virginity of the heart and 0
life by means of a separation from the world. The elements of &%
separation can be reduced to solitude and enclosure. It is in
spirit for example that one asks of a nun neither to make no
receive confidences. It is in the same spirit that all corresponden -
passes traditionally through the hands of the Superior. And 1t§5
for this reason that enclosure is a real shutting off from the WOFII'
In fact, taken literally these restrictions seem scarcely compatid®
with an apostolic vocation implying presence in the world.
This incompatibility is the greater and the more difficult
overcome in proportion as the elements are understood M tg
literalism which kills the spirit. This is, alas, often the case #*
old foundations. The history of the ancelles shows that it is slo
and difficult to overcome this tendency. One of them recently ©
me about the difficulties her group had had in adapting the obset .
ance of enclosure to their apostolic life. ‘In one of our hostels Of
young girls we had been asked to look on the kitchen as par® Or
the enclosure, and to keep the next room as dining room for (3116
guests. We dined at the same time as these people, but 1
kitchen. At this meal we were to read a chapter of the DirCCtorZ;
followed by the traditional reading, we carried out the penanis
customary in other houses of Sion, eating our soup on our kne J
kissing the floor, etc. All this was compatible with a traditio”
convent life. Over the washing up we had our recreation Wi*"
even having the permission to associate with the people .Wcour
ceived to meals. In face of the reality of our apostolic 1€ or
Superiors agreed to the suppression of “spatial” enclosure,an¢ &
us permission to take our meals with the people who came .
dine.” This incident among many others shows that Jiteral mdef‘
pretation of enclosure in the sense in which it is normally untheif
stood made the lives of the ancelles impossible and Paralysed life
activity. Indeed, it is difficult to maintain together in the s2™ is of
and in the same, often very limited, place, the requlfe_menhave
enclosure and the necessities of 2 welcome. Now that gso ¢
evolved and the Directory of Sion has really been adapte tI:C gm
life of the ancelles, the rule of enclosure remains but clo

r 10
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znot%ler modality. In any case a separation exists, either of time or
roop ace. Thus even in the tiniest residences there is always one
the rm reserved for the sisters who want to work or to pray. Often
e € 15 tumult and excitement in the room Where visitors are
€ved, neophytes or the local people. But there is always some-
tre m the house a place of enclosure and of silence. The spirit

ehclosure is kept.
disczmetimes this is not enough. It is for the ancelles themselves to
COnscver the way in which to guarantee their solitude and their
. enCCratlon. We shall see in a moment how they organize their
g dee. One might well apply to them a distinction which was
Wyl recently with reference to the priest workers, but which
ot ses equally to any religious apostle. A priest is consecrated but
recis gara‘ted. Let us l,)eware of too ready a criticism, for, quite
seeg consecrated’ does mean ‘separated’. Neyerthe}@s one
the V‘}mie well what the distinction implies. Religious living in
the sitor d have to work this out in their lives. In not a few cases
end Uation formerly safeguarded by traditional enclosure seems
B8ered or compromised. Think for example of the problem
Th%r?l?lg out at night, necessitated by the rhythm of modern life.
1 of the problem of elegance and of dress, that we have
o .3 met. This also has its bearing on the problem of chastity.
celles have to go to the hairdresser; they wear nylon stock-
any Othea great many details of daily life they are young girls like
Of thi, 13. They are consecrated to God, but they are not, because
ﬂley I;ICUt off frpm the world; for there are whole _realrns where
ISt remain present in virtue of their vocation. In many

CaSes . A .
i > this asks of them great courage and lucidity in order to dis-

tﬁlgl;;:.h the veritable will of God. And here again we come across
only, blgence we have already met with—such self-control can
¢ found in adult beings with a solid formation.

hum: Must appeal to a similar maturity, both religious and

o 1 adapting the traditional rule concerning confidences
ap03t0]ir(i§P0ndence to the conditions of their professional and
ty ancclllfe' We mentioned this with regard to obedience. Cer-
g keee ¢ are held to professional silence. They have to receive
Worriedp: crious confidences. Formerly one would doubtless have
:llgts the: out their chastity—their virginity of heart. Now one
bec

of

i
In

oelr seriousness and their maturity. This is equally true,
™Mes more and more so, of all sisters in boarding schools,
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hospitals, works of charity, whose jobs imply charge of souls.

Similarly there is less doubt about contacts. We are less obsessed
nowadays over particular friendships, which does not me#?
however that they do not exist! Without hesitation collaboratio?
is allowed between sisters, with all the confidences and sometime
even intimacy that this implies—an adaptation particulaZ’y
remarkable at Sion where the Directory is most rigorous in
chapter on solitude. ,

All this is less concerned with broadening out than Wldj
maturity. Indeed, it would be illusory progress, in fact a wretch®
slackening, if this rule of confidence and liberty were not co%”
pensated, inspired, animated, vivified by a lofty interior exigenc®
born of a truly theological conception of virginity—-—consecr%ltlon
to God.
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