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ADAPTATIONS IN FRANCE—HI

J. M. DUBOIS, o.p.

Virginity

IF, in order to remain truly religious, any adaptation jj
leave untouched the essence of the vows of obedience, and ot
poverty, it is even more evident that it must not touch the

essence of the vow of virginity. One day I was reading various
passages from the Directory of the ancelles to a Benedictine nuj1-
The paragraph concerning obedience began with these words.
'Fundamentally it is obedience which makes nuns of you.' She exclaimed •
'Oh, no, indeed! If I am a nun it is before all because I am a

consecrated virgin!' I think that as a matter of fact she was righ^
Of the three vows one can say that in substance virginity is, "Y
all that it offers and expresses, the most characteristic of a religioU.
consecration. Perhaps we shall come back to this. In any case it
clear that there can be no toning down in the practice of cha
tity. Consecration to God is an absolute.

However, in this sphere as with the others a certain adaptatip
is noteworthy. It lies either in the teaching of the vow of chastity
or in the traditional ascetism organized with a view to 1
preservation.

As a matter of fact there is a considerable advance in
as to virginity or chastity—now-a-days one can speak ^
openly. I do not know whether it was the same in English c ,
gregations, but certainly in France one approached all s

subjects with an exaggerated discretion. Not a few young n .
came to their profession or undertook charitable responsible '
or educational ones, without having been enlightened about
mystery of love and life other than quite vaguely and veiled ,
false shame. You can easily understand that this ignorance
confusion caused many doubts and difficulties, and troubled m
consciences. . ^

It is interesting to notice that today a far better formation ^
information is provided as to these matters. Novice mis
take on the task in their instructions and in private intervi
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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
dlscretion. Novice mistresses and superiors themselves profit from
c°urses and sessions to which theologians, psychologists, psy-
kiatrists and doctors bring the fruits of their experience and their

research. This is moreover occasioned by the atmosphere of a
sritury unfortunately distinguished as an aphrodisiac century,
fte Women who enter religious life are bathed in what one can

. arcuy call a civilization, in a world of pictures, styles, literature;
^ atmosphere where the realities of love and life are often

Cjwiing but sources of pleasure, eroticism, more or less crude or
tuied. Some arrive already tarnished by life, in their hearts, in
e i r minds, even in their bodies. By a curious paradox this does

o t mean that they are more informed, more prepared than the
j^ers. What matters is that the novice mistress should explain
"^gs clearly and peaceably. This is even more necessary in the

e of nuns whose apostolic work mingles them with a world
^ e such conditions are rife.

CL ,ere is thus in certain respects, a new factor. One talks about
f1*̂  ^ ^ s a Prelimina ry adaptation, necessitated by the spirit

h h l d b h li f h
f P y p y p
e "World in which we live and by the mentality of the younger

Natio h k d i hi
y y y g

Nation who are soaked in it. It is interesting to note this. But
of at

1f/
ar m °re interesting to observe is the evolution in the way

tak 8 about it. A more immediately theological teaching
es the place of the moralizing content—is substituted for the

fro C ° r negative warnings and advice about chastity. It is thus
two points of view that the education of virginity becomes

Q r^realistic. It has developed simultaneously along two lines,
ai^ one hand the frank direct information we have spoken of,
t^ ,On die other the luminous and uplifted point of view of a
Vi °]^ °^ ^^"" ty - The attraction for poverty—often rather
qu

 ar~"wkose existence we noticed in modern youth, is fre-
t0 r> J accompanied by a veritable discovery of the consecration
pray • W."k ^ ^ a t t ^ s i m P u e s in positive values, adoration,
absoi ' U l t i t n a cy ' tenderness towards the Lord. This sense of the
abaj^6 °f God in the order of love corresponds with what

It is
OllI1ient meant in the order of earthly possessions.

reft lar,
m^reover significant that Father Perrin, author of a recent
aWe 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
movement which inspired both the desire for a presence in the
world, and also that of consecration to God; that is why one
speaks more readily of virginity than of chastity, and why one
sees in the virginal vocation the condition if not the substance
itself of contemplative life. A virgin is one who does not look at
her world, and is not interested to know whether any one looks
at her. She is in the world without being of the world, not because
of fear of evasion, but because of her desire to return as nearly as
possible to the divine source. In such a spirit it is not enough
merely to possess oneself. The essential is to keep oneself for Goo-
Virginity thus not only includes moral protection, but also straight
way takes on a theological significance.

We have said that the adaptability of anything is in proportion
with its vitality, with its attitude to reality. We must note here a
real and profound adaptation with regard to everything concern*
ing the vow of chastity, just as much from the lowly and realist^
point of view of carnal things as from the higher level of "^e

reality of God. As a matter of fact, this is not a real discovery yn

just a return after so many centuries of Cartesianism and Kantian*
ism to Christian health—that of the great apostles, the grea.
monks, the great monastic law-makers. They did not ignore ev
indeed, nor the wounds of the flesh, less than we, doubtless, t>u
they only spoke of the perils of the flesh in the light of «*
seduction of the love of God. ,

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

Take first of all the adaptations of rhythm of life. Ten or
years ago certain points would have seemed absolute. In our
their modification is almost taken for granted. I mean all tn
questions of sleep, of rest, of time-table, of hygiene, etc. Ther
a host of examples—individual or general dispensations, mod ift .
tion of rhythm of life in order to diminish nervous tension> i
establish physical equilibrium. This sort of adaptation is conce?Ltie

with concessions to the mentality, habits and insufficiencies o
present generation. Women who enter religious life now j
lived a more open, a more ventilated life. They have been g
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guides. They have been camping. They have travelled, and
{,LT games. Religious life can no longer ignore these habits
p ich play a part now in all contemporary life. Thus in most

such novitiates the sisters now do gymnastics. That may seem
TUte the normal thing in England. In France the effect was

v°lutionary. Furthermore, another strange paradox in the
resent generation, in spite of the openness and the freedom of the

°uern world, or perhaps even because of it, a great many
of k a r e m o r e delicate, more nervous, less stable than those

**e past. The rhythm of religious life must take account of this.
t>li W e m u s t m e n ^ o n that ever more frequently recurring

eiiomenon of adaptation—psychiatric intervention in the dis-
of il*1^ ̂ ^ orientation of difficult vocations, and more precisely
1 Ge psychiatrist in the treatment of difficulties over chastity. I
tiot-^ ^' ^' ^ o t ^ The Cocktail Party gives to his psychiatrist

only the priestly role of director of souls, but also the almost
gelic lucidity of a master of destinies. I know also that there are

Q£ a Catholic psychiatrists, and that at Rome there is a congress
Psychoanalysis. Father Pie, whom I replace today, would be

j ^ r e qualified than I to tell you about this. It is quite possible that
tjj er£ain cases the psychoanalyst is more useful and successful
Seve 1C e x o r c ' s t - It remains true, however, that psychoanalysis is
^ y handicapped by the materialism of its initiators and of
to ti ° theorize. Doubtless it is a technique, but it is difficult
Plac ^C lt: °^the mystique in which it developed. This is not the
M* t0- ^,scuss it> but it is important to have indicated this
desjj'ufon' * the education of chastity. It is possible, and even
all0^ >̂ that progress in medical and psychological technique
HOv; ^ e collaboration of psychiatrist, spiritual director and
is Q ^ ^stress, on condition that the transcendence of the spirit
otdgp Ja"led. "We should not too readily claim success in the
t]\e c Captation. This question demands attentive reflection on
°f Hov °^ .eo^°gians, and a great deal of discernment on the part

j j e rnistresses.
c°HditiCVer> t^le asces^s of chastity is not limited to psychological
a ^liei?^' ° r e v e n t o physiological ones. There is more properly

"̂•s aspect of the problem, that of the observances cal-
protect the virginal vocation. One notices here likewise

o f
t ( ^ t ing adaptations. However, these do not arise, as do

we have been speaking, from concessions to the
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mental atmosphere or the usage of new techniques. They are'
rather, exacted by the apostolic vocation. We are about to &"
discover the same inspiration which caused the changes oI

emphasis we noticed over obedience and poverty. ,
Monastic traditions safeguard the virginity of the heart and °

life by means of a separation from the world. The elements of t̂ f
separation can be reduced to solitude and enclosure. It is in ^
spirit for example that one asks of a nun neither to make nor
receive confidences. It is in the same spirit that all correspondent
passes traditionally through the bands of the Superior. And tf
for this reason that enclosure is a real shutting off from the wod*'
In fact, taken literally these restrictions seem scarcely comp*0''
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 # ,
literalism which kills the spirit. This is, alas, often the case ^
old foundations. The history of the ancelles shows that it is s*°.,
and difficult to overcome this tendency. One of them recentlyt0 ̂
me about the difficulties her group had had in adapting the °bsev\
ance of enclosure to their apostolic life. 'In one of our hostels ,.
young girls we had been asked to look on the kitchen as pa r t

the enclosure, and to keep the next room as dining room f°r °< 6

guests. We dined at the same time as these people, but m
kitchen. At this meal we were to read a chapter of the Direct0 V
followed by the traditional reading, we carried out the pen ^
customary in other houses of Sion, eating our soup on our kj1 \
kissing the floor, etc. All this was compatible with a tradiOjO ^
convent life. Over the washing up we had our recreation Wtn
even having the permission to associate with the people ^ e

ceived to meals. In face of the reality of our apostolic lue ^
Superiors agreed to the suppression of "spatial" enclosure, and p t0

us permission to take our meals with the people who carne
dine.' This incident among many others shows that literal
pretation of enclosure in the sense in which it is normally yVgjj
stood made the lives of the ancelles impossible and paralyse ^
activity. Indeed, it is difficult to maintain together in the same ^
and in the same, often very limited, place, the requirerne e

enclosure and the necessities of a welcome. Now that t n*I*j '* foe
evolved and the Directory of Sion has really been adapted ^
life of the ancelles, the rule of enclosure remains but clo
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°«ier modality. In any case a separation exists, either of time or
place. Thus even in the tiniest residences there is always one

i Oln reserved for the sisters who want to work or to pray. Often
ere is tumult and excitement in the room where visitors are
eived, neophytes or the local people. But there is always some-

_ ere in the house a place of enclosure and of silence. The spirit
^closure is kept,

j . Ornetimes this is not enough. It is for the ancelles themselves to
cover the way in which to guarantee their solitude and their

si] Secrati°n- We shall see in a moment how they organize their
*jCe- One might well apply to them a distinction which was

a ,? recently with reference to the priest workers, but which
iw e c l u a % to any religious apostle. A priest is consecrated but

separated. Let us beware of too ready a criticism, for, quite
SP 7' 'consecrated' does mean 'separated'. Nevertheless one
the C'Ulte W e ^ w n a t ^ l e distinction implies. Religious living in
A . °rld have to work this out in their lives. In not a few cases
e~i ltuation formerly safeguarded by traditional enclosure seems
0£

 a^gered or compromised. Think for example of the problem
• j j j ^ g out at night, necessitated by the rhythm of modern life.
a ] r e ~> °f the problem of elegance and of dress, that we have
^he m e t - ^ i s a k° n a s *ts bearing on the problem of chastity,
i w a"Ce»« have to go to the hairdresser; they wear nylon stock-
any j * a great many details of daily life they are young girls like

^ d d b h b
y y y y g g

S" ^ e y a r e consecrated to God, but they are not, because
c u t off from the world; for there are whole realms where

remain present in virtue of their vocation. In many
Ruflf aS^S °^ t^iern ^ r e a t c o u r a ge and lucidity in order to dis-

. t n e veritable will of God. And here again we come across
u^ e n c e w e have already met with—such self-control can

e found in adult beings with a solid formation.
I ^ U t aPPea^ t 0 a sinnlar maturity, both religious and

^d C
 adapting the traditional rule concerning confidences

ap0s(.^
rrespondence to the conditions of their professional and

t% an
lCjj ^ e mentioned this with regard to obedience. Cer-

aud lj Ce a r e neld to professional silence. They have to receive
^OtriedP S^ous confidences. Formerly one would doubtless have
ttusts , a_bout their chastity—their virginity of heart. Now one
^ b e c s e r i o u s n e s s ^ d their maturity. This is equally true,

°nies 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 xa&&
however that they do not exist! Without hesitation collaboration
is allowed between sisters, with all the confidences and sometin^8

even intimacy that this implies—an adaptation particularly
remarkable at Sion where the Directory is most rigorous in "*•
chapter on solitude. ,,

All this is less concerned with broadening out than ^ .
maturity. Indeed, it would be illusory progress, in fact a wretcue

slackening, if this rule of confidence and liberty were not co&'
pensated, inspired, animated, vivified by a lofty interior exigeI^c '
born of a truly theological conception of virginity—consecrate
to God.
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