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This book is the result of a study com- 
missioned by the Catholic Theological 
Society of America. Its aim is "to at- 
tempt to articulate a theology of sexual- 
ity that is both consistent with Catholic 
tradition and yet sensitive to modem 
data." I t  is also strongly motivated by a 
concern with the "growing gap between 
what (he Catholic Church officially 
teaches in  matters sexual and what the 
faithful have come to believe and prac- 
tice." 

Given the lack of agreement among 
data gatherers-to-say nothing of the 
sexual pother in which we live and the 
consternation with which many of us 
react to a lack of agreement between 
doctrine and practice in any a r e a 4  find 
i t  hard to imagine a more ambitious 
undertaking. When the committee 
began its work. one might have been 
tempted to predict that if i t  could 
achieve its objective, a major obstacle 
to the faith of millions would be re- 
moved. 

I should say at once that I doubt that 
the study will affect the faith of very 
many Catholics one way or another. 
Most of those who, especially after Vat- 
ican 11, have been seriously disturbed by 
the distance between doctrine and prac- 
tice have been especially alert to "mod- 
em data" and have accommodated their 
practice to its more comfortable doc- 
trines; for many of them this study will 
have the effect of endorsing their shift of 
allegiance. At the same time, i t  is likely 
that those who manage to live with the 
gap (having leamed, perhaps,' that dis- 
parity between doctrine and practice not 
only is inseparable from the human con- 
dition but has something to do with the 
counterentropic effort to maintain i t )  are 
not nearly as disturbed by this study as it 
may seem to others they ought to be. 

This is not to dismiss the study as 
superfluous. Those who know little or 
nothing about the historical context in 
which the Judeo-Christian attitudes to- 

ward sexuality have taken shape will 
find the first two chapters informative 
(though scriptural scholars might be di- 
vided on the committee's interpreta- 
tion). Readers who have not kept up 
with the empirical data, or who have 
picked it up too hastily from unreliable 
sources, will find chapter three a 
knowledgeable overview. This part of 
the book, the first third of i t ,  is all to the 
good. People should know these things. 
But these chapters are only prefatory to 
the main and controversial business of 
the committee, which is the presenta- 
tion of pastoral guidelines for human 
Sexuality. 

The trouble really begins with the 
historical approach of the preamble, 
which has built-in problems when 
applied to the field of morality. Human 
beings appear to have a fundamental 
need to believe that their ethical inter- 
dictions, however galling, have a valid- 
ity that transcends history, that they are 
not merely cultural, and that they are 
therefore a means by which humans are 
saved from being mere prisoners of 
history. This is why ethical systems 
begin in religions, which are ordered to 
absolutes. Obviously this need can re- 
sult in the suffering and waste of moral 
energy that is  inevitable when one mis- 
identifies as an absolute what is merely 
culturally conditioned and transient. or 
when one is cut off from the support of 
the religious absolutes on which his 
ethical system is based. 

Human beings, nevertheless, seem 
remarkably witling to suffer with their 
absolutes, not simply because they 
sense that anomie is the likely alterna- 
tive, nor because they have leamed that 
the pleasures of sin depend on a world in 
which moral lines are drawn clearly, but 
because they suspect that their innate 
moral utopianism. if given free rein, 
would result in that hellish condition 
where all acts are equally virtuous. As 
the committee itself puts it, speaking of 

the need for fidelity in marriage: "One 
would be well advised not to trust one- 
self to be trustworthy." The modern 
media-aggravated awareness of the 
human capacity to violate trust is surely 
a factor in the passioii for absolutes we 
see i n  contemporary religious and polit- 
ical fundamentalism. 

For all its excesses this absolutism 
should not be written off as nothing 
more than craven fear of the risks in-  
volved i n  attempting to live self- 
actualizing and authentic lives. As the 
psychologist Donald T: Campbell has 
pointed out. human society is experi- 
mental, and one'of the lessons it has 
painfully and repeatedly learned from 
its experiments is the mistake of not 
holding itself absolutely to account in 
important matters. 

The historical approach is not espe- 
cially congenial to absolutes (except the 
absolute of its own superiority as an 
approach); it is therefore very good at 
exposing false absolutes. However, one 
of its shortcomings when it is employed 
to criticize the present (or. more accu- 
rately, the past in the present) is the ease 
with which it induces one to forget that 
history keeps on happening-and usu- 
ally in ways that confound all attempts 
to predict its course. The study of his- 
tory ought to make one wary of taking 
any present moment at its own evalua- 
tion: as an achievement that makes pos- 
sible a perfectly adequate assessment of 
the past. 

I am not inferring that Human Sex- 
uality is this naive; its five authors are 
committed Christians, and Christian ab- 
solutes induce their own protective 
irony. Nevertheless, they are also pro- 
fessional people persuaded of the co- 
gency of those processes that produce 
the modem data, and they can be faulted 
for not taking sufficiently into account 
the strong possibility that. in  time. their 
opinions about sexual matters will ap- 
pear no less qualified by time and place 
than those of the Church Fathers. 

Human Sexuality is not only very 
much under the influence of "the more 
dynamic view of human nature ex- 
pressed at Vatican Council 11" but very 
much a product of post- 1950 America. 
This means that it has to be understood 
in terms not simply of the human poten- 
tial movement and what we have been 
calling the sexual revolution, but in 
terms of increasing affluence, mobility, 
and media pFoIiferation. in short, i t  
reflects the complex of forces that have 
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glorified the passional individual to the 
point where narcissism has become a 
virtue. encouraged him to believe that 
sexual fulfillment is the beginning of all 
good things. and inclined him to look 
with suspicion on instilutions and au- 
thorities as fundamentally hostile to 
human growth and liberation. 

The study is not, of course, funda- 
mentally hostile to authority, but it 
shares the contemporary uneasiness 
with authority in its function as a sayer 
of categorical NOS. The no-saying au- 
thority expresses that "earlier, more 
static view within our tradition." The 
authors prefer the Council-sanctioned 
"idea of human nature as dynamic and 
relational" and "in accord with our 
modern self-understanding." The 
pejorative status of "static" in this 
study is itself an indication of the 
study's historical contingency. of its 
participation in that hubrisof the present 
that makes i t  so easy, as Christopher 
Lasch has said of Gail Sheehy's Pas- 
sages. to equate growth with keeping on 
the move. I t  is quite likely that at some 
time in the future the periods we now 
think were static will appear dynamic in 
ways our own rather frenetic dynamism 
blinds us to. It may turn out that we live 
in a time that. because i! confuses 
dynamism with lack of control. is 
poorly qualified to judge societies that 
had a better grip on themselves. what- 
ever their other sho~comings. 

One of the clearest signs of the histor- 
ical contingency of the study is its faith 
in the empirical sciences. In this study 
empirical findings are a kind of bottom 
line. If researches tndicate in chapter 
three that 95 per cent of males and 70 per 
cent of females masturbate, that 50 per 
cent of college girls engage in premari- 
tal intercourse. that 43 per cent of 
Catholics approve of premarital sex for 
the engaged, that 37 per cent of Ameri- 
can males have some homosexual expe- 
rience after marriage, that a million 
Americans indulge in mate-swapping 
and group sex. then one may reasonably 
expect that positions preferred in chap- 
ters four and five will have taken these 
researches into account. 

This turns out to be the case. The 
study's practice is to approach variant 
sexual patterns by setting up several 
approaches, usually three or four, that 
range from the traditional and static to 
the most dynamic and permissive. After 
discussing the weaknesses and strengths 
of each, i t  cho0ses.a middle position 

that makes import an^ concessions to the 
tradition but does not lose all the advan- 
tages of the opposite extreme. 

This approach has, as an important 
part of its sanction, the empirically rein- 
forced conviction that absolutes are not 
warranted. Thus the study concludes 
that variant marriage patterns depart 
from the Christian ideal and "are not to 
be tolerated at least in  most cases." 
Thus i t  stands against swinging, which 
"seems destructive and alienating." 
but remains open to the results of further 
research. In the face of those who 
advocate the various forms of adultery it  
would urge the greatest caution "while 
remaining open to further evidence feon 
the empirical sciences." I t  inclines to 
the view that' homosexual behavior is 
essentially incomplete and nonnorma- 
tive, but it does not like the unproven 
assumption "that heterosexual behavior 
is always the ideal." I t  accepts as the 
ideal the restriction of intercourse to 
marriage, but it holds out the possibility 
that preceremonial intercourse may on 
occasion be moral. It does not advocate 
common law ma~iage ,  but it recognizes 

' 

that there are circu~istances in which i t  
is truly creative and integrative. 

These lasl two adjectives are as iin- 
portant to the study as its empirical 
caution, for "the principle of creative 
growth toward integration provides a 
theological base upon which to judge 
the moral or ethical aspects of human 
sexuality." In this view the moral value 
of actions and relations is determined 
less by formal interdictions than by the 
"self-liberating, other-enriching, hon- 
est, faithful. life-serving and joyous'' 
effects of actions. This is a morality of 
spirit rather than letter; of patterns of 
acts rather than individual acts. In  it 
"expressions and approaches that are 
fear-dominared, consequence-oriented 
and sin-centered should be avoided." I t  
i s  in the tradition of American transcen- 
dentalism rather than American fun- 
damentalism; i t  connects with Emerson 
rather than Billy Sunday. 

In fact the study moves toward a 
morality of hard cases. which i s  not 
surprising. given the social climate out 
of which it'comes. In law the axiom is 
that hard cases (statistically unlikely or 
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exceptional cases) make bad law, since 
instead of proving the law (that is, put- 
ting it  to the test) they insist that they 
have every right to be their own law. 
General interdictions like the Ten 
Commandmcnts are notoriously act- 
centered and apparently unconcerned 
that they may thwart individual fulfill- 
ment or encourage stereotyped rather 
than creative and self-actualizing re- 
sponses to moral problems. This con- 
cern may be more apparent than real, 
since the interdictions may assume a 
value-structured community within 
which individual fulfillment happens, 
provided enough people honor the in- 
terdictions. Admittedly there are per- 
spectives in which this formulation ap- 
pears to be anti-individual and even 
more static. 

The study, in any event, believes that 
“a purely act-centered objective judg- 
ment of complex human interpersonal 
activity should be avoided,” since it 
pays too little attention “to the element 
of wholesome self-interest that must be 
part of authentic human sexual expres- 
sion.“ Hence the conviction “that any 
act can be measured and evaluated in a 
way totally adequate to the intricate 
manifold of human experience is dubi- 
ous at best.” Tentativity is especially 
necessary in judging human sexuality, 
given “ the  mysterious and many- 
splendored reality” that it is. 

One might argue that the study is 
typically a child of its time in its unspo- 
ken assumption that the mysterious and 
many-splendored reality of sexuality is 
a modern achievement, but it is no less 
so in the tentativily that makes it reluc- 
tant to stand against the empirical data. 
The trouble here (and it is not peculiar to 
this study) is the necessary assumption 
on the part of the data-gatherers that 
their data will never validate - anything 
but tentative positions. 

A morality based exclusively on 
data-gathering is doomed to become 
progressively more tentative. since 
every position it tentatively establishes 
must be further subjected to data- 
gathering that assumes a continuing ten- 
tativity. If you are waiting for empirical 
data to give you the final word about 
swinging, therefore, you should be pre- 
pared to wait t i l l  hell freezes over. This 
is a good thing; the inconclusiveness of 
the data protects the distinction between 
an art and a science. If the empirical 
data-gatherers could come to a categori- 
cal conclusion about the morality of 

swinging, morality would cease to be a 
problem because it would cease to exist. 
Indeed, i t  is the desire to be permanently 
rid of thespains of morality that causes 
many of us to look hopefully to a time 
when science will have made moral 
decisions unnecessary-or will at least 
have made them into immoral refusaIs 
to act according ta scientific certitudes. 

I t  would be a mistake. however, to 
think that the tentativity of Huntari Sex- 
ualiry is entirely the consequence of its 
concem to keep as close as possible to 
the sanctions of empirical data. I t  would 
be better, I think, to say that once the 
study adopts the principle of creative 
growth toward integrat~on it becomes 
vulnerable to the record of what people 
actually do as distinguished from what 
they should do. I t  should be sufficiently 
clear by now that there is a romantic, 
and ultimately narcissistic. limitless- 
ness in any ethical system determined 
by the exigencies of personal growth 
and in which the cult words are creativ- 
ity. fulfillment, autonomy, self-actu- 
alization, and authenticity. The empiri- 
cal data are a means of protecting this 
vocabulary from the traditional interdic- 
tions that are seen as threats to it and the 
human person it protects. 

It is not that one woutd expect a truly 
updated Christian morality to be uncre- 
ative and spiritually impoverishing, but 
that one might expect a study of this 
kind to have learned from the narcissis- 
tic gxcesses of the past fifteen years. 
What should have been learned is that, 
while personal growth and fulfillment 
are good enough as by-the-way conse- 
quences of human action, they had best 
not be the prime and self-conscious 
reasons for action. Truly creative and 
fulfiiled people are generally too busy 
honoring their various contracts in a 
human community to be anxious about 
such matters. Indeed, the study is in part 
an expression of the familiar modem 
anxiety that results from concentrating 
the individual’s attention on creativity, 
fulfillment, and autonomy-an anxiety 
that can be at least as inhibjting to 
human potential as the old “static” 
interdictions ever were. 

There is a vicious circle here, since 
the self-conscious emphasis on creativ- 
ity and fulfillment that causes the anxi- 
ety isalsoexpected tomitigate it.  I t  isno 
wonder that we spend so much time, 
money, and energy attempting to live 
beyond tensions, paradox, and incon- 
gruity, as if the proper aim of human 

conduct were utter harmony. So we 
throw the burden of harmony on that 
many-splendored thing, human sexual- 
ity, expecting from i t  the impossible, as 
if we believed that Wilhelm Reich’s 
utopian dream of a marriage of Freud 
and Marx might still come true. 

H ~ ~ n ~ n  ~ e x u a ~ i l ~ ,  however, is by no 
means thoroughly committed to a 
romantic limitlessness. In spite of its 
vogueish commitment to fulfillment and 
creativity, it is still sufficiently attached 
to an older and more critical perspective 
to keep it from being nothing more than 
a coilection of upbeat banalities. It is, 
nevertheless, sufficiently the child of its 
time to have pretty much lost any sense 
of the moral and social necessity, even 
creativeness, of categorical NOS ad- 
dressed to specific acts. In its preoccu- 
pation with the fulfilling and creative 
properties of the mysterious and many- 
splendored reality of sex, Human Sexu- 
alii? does not take sufficiently into ac- 
count the extent to which the constrain- 
ing orders and repressive truths function 
in morality as they do in art: as the 
indispensable conditions of liberation. 
In  both morality and art, therefore, one 
ought to remember T.S. Eliot’s correc- 
tion, not of St. Paul, but of those who 
would turn St. Paul into a passionate 
antinomian: The spirit killeth but the 
letter giveth life. 

Perhaps ~ u m a ~  S e x ~ f i ~ ,  along with 
the whole human potential movement, 
can be said to suffer from an excess of 
spirit. Something like this may have 
been what Father Andrew Greeley had 
in mind when he referred to “the bland 
secular humanism” of the study. In any 
event, I suspect that it is this “spiri- 
tuality,” this nervous concern not to 
be “fear-dominated, consequence-ori- 
ented. and sin-centered,” that is 
likely to limit the study’s usefulness for 
those who counsel others in matters of 
sex. If counselors do not know that 
people are as likely to suffer from a 
naive conviction that sexual power has 
ceased to be a menace to them as they 
are from a crippling fear of it. they 
cannot be much good at their business. 
They will at least need to supplement the 
study with something like James M. 
Cameron’s “Sex in the Head” (New 
York Review of Books, May 13, 1976). 
one of the most brilliant Christian as- 
sessments of current attitudes toward 
human sexuality to appear in recent 
years. 
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In the meantime one might as well 
admit that the very fact that Human 
Sexualie  is close to the spirit of the age 
makes i t  hard to argue against. One must 
concede to it that i t  takes a stand against 
traditional Catholic attitudes (toward 
masturbation and homosexuality, for 
instance), which, if they are not exactly 
static, certainly need rethinking.. The 
study also has the familiar capacity to 
suggest that those who cannot accept i t  
suffer from the misapprehensions it sets 
out to correct. I t  may prove to be a 

needed working out into sexual morality 
of the personalist emphasis that was part 
of Vatican I I .  In its very extremism it  
demonstrates the extent to which the 
empirical data can be irrelevant or ob- 
fuscatory to the basic concerns of 
Catholic moralists. If i t  inspires an op- 
position that has more closely examined 
its own position, the study may itself be 
refined in the dialectical fires, and so 
prove to be a historically important doc- 
ument that future data-gatherers will 
have to take into account. 

In Search of the Common Good: 
Utopian Experiments Past and Future 
by Charles J.  Erasmus 
(Free Press; 424+ viii pp.; $15.95) 

Berel Lang 

Utopian thinking has understandably 
fallen on hard times. The ideals of social 
progress and human perfectibility that 
underwrite the classic Utopias of Plato 
or Francis Bacon or Sir Thomas More 
become increasingly problematic when 
placed against such indices of human 
nature as concentration camps, hydro- 
gen bombs, and a startling variety of 
totalitarian govemments. Intellectually 
too, the current prospect is thin: The 
traditional sources of Utopian thought 
-philosophy, political theory-have 
set themselves firmly against normative 
recommendations, even against admit- 
ting the speculative impulse that the 
latter require. Daniel Bell’s announce- 
ment of The End of Ideology was, in 
this respect, as much symptom as pre- 
script ion. 

Professor Erasmus writes in a skepti- 
cal vein that reflects this immediate 
past, but he also sees in that skepticism a 
reason for near-Utopian optimism. That 
combination both distinguishes his 
work and anticipates its basic weakness. 
The great Utopian visions, Erasmus ar- 
gues, never could or should be realized, 
and “Eutopian” experiments (Uiopian 
proposals that have been acted on-the 
nineteenth-century communes, the kib- 
butz) have invariably failed. But the 
flaws, he contends, have been in  the 
experiments, not in  the Utopian ideal of 
“provisioning the common good.” To- 
gether those efforts have pursued the 

common good by imposing external 
structures, by treating the people whom 
they are intended to benefit. not as 
“subject-players,’’ but as objects. I n  
the smaller Utopian communities politi- 
cal conformity is enforced simply by 
proximity and visibility; in  larger struc- 
tures like “socialist” Russia or China 
the organizing ideals have required 
despotic governments. The failures of 
these projects, then, turn out to be both 
just and inevitable. Human nature 
(“set” for Erasmus at the time at which 
language emerged) is self-seeking, di- 
rected to individual wants as the indi- 
vidual himself defines them. It follows 
from that nature that what can rea- 
sonably be proposed in Utopian plan- 
ning is no large or total organization but 
a version of “mutual altruism” in  
which individuals, encouraged by in- 
centives to aim at their private goods, 
sometimes-that is, when it is to their 
advantage-work together. That situa- 
tion, i t  turns out, already exists in the 
author’s own society (I take Erasmus to 
mean 1heU.S.): “ I  invite thereader ... to 
ask where or the face of the earth any 
great society has ever come closer to 
‘Utopia’ than the one-despite its many 
faults-in which we are privileged to 
live.” 

Now there is nothing intrinsically 
tendentious in  a finding that history 
culminates in the society of the “find- 
er,” or even in the assertion that a 

society may be more humane than its 
own members have recognized. But 
such claims obviously have a special 
burden, and it is not clear that Erasmus 
carries i t  well. What emerges in .this 
work by a distinguished anthropologist 
with expert knowledge about the actual 
development of communities (espe- 
cially in Central and South America) 
and with the intellectual boldness to 
address the fundamental Utopian and 
moral question of “How ought one to 
live?” is a mixture of indifferent sci- 
ence and careless theory. 

The larger part of In Search ot the 
Common Good is a sequence of four 
chapters devoted to Utopias and Euto- 
pians and especially to their principal 
common -feature, which is failure. The 
proof that Eutopiasdid fail is that, with 
the exception of the Hutterites. the 
nineteenth-century communes such as 
the Amana and Oneida colonies, the 
Shakers, the Rappites. and the Zoarites 
have all died out. This is also true, 
although metaphorically, of the kibbutz 
and the socialism of Russia and China, 
since i n  these the communal ideal has 
given way to a risi g individualism and 

fact, natural, inevitable, and ought to be 
accepted as the basis for any political 
program. (This approach even provides 
Erasmus with a solution to the cold 
war: If the primary human motive is 
economic self-interest, then “materi- 
alism.. . tends to have the same liberat- 
ing consequences in socialist eutopias 
that it haqhad in the West. Russians and 
Chinese belong to the same reciprocally 
altruistic species that we do.” In other 
words, help the Russians and Chinese to 
economic prosperity, and the demise of 
their political ideal isjnevitable-a con- 
siderable inversion of Marxist prophe- 
cies about the death of capitalism.) 

A host of questions might be directed 
against this line of reasoning and even 
against its empirical base (i t  is doubtful, 
for example, that the Israeli kibbutz is 
turning into the more “subject”- 
oriented moshav). I call attention to 
only two theoretical issues, the first 
because Erasmus (like most writers on 
Utopia) proposes to answer i t  without 
recognizing the issue itself. Erasmus 
assumes a criterion of success for 
Utopia that insists on its perpetual sur- 
vival: I f  i t  changes, certainly if i t  dies 
out, we may infer that i t  was not really 
Utopia. But this assumption is neither 
self-evident nor necessary. Utopia 

meritocracy. That 1 displacement is. in 


