
The Catholic Times • May 13, 2004 5COMMENTARY

Seventh in a Series
BY VICTORIA SAVVA

What does chastity have 
in common with trum-

pet lessons, marathons and the 
Atkins Diet? Virtue! Allow me 
to explain…

In our society, chastity is often 
seen as something oppressive, 
a restriction placed on people 
from the outside. Thankfully, 
our Catholic faith has always 
shown that chastity is a virtue 
– a good habit or disposition that 
is acquired over time and allows 
us to be free on the inside. It al-
lows us to become true masters 
of ourselves. 

The document The Truth and 
Meaning of Human Sexuality has 
reemphasized that formation in 
chastity is not an educational ap-
pendage of ‘sex education’, but 
rather an exercise in doing good 
and avoiding evil, i.e., learning 
to say ‘yes’ to God and ‘no’ to 
selfi shness in any circumstance. 
In other words, chastity involves 
saying ‘yes’ to the dignity of 
each person and saying ‘no’ to 
reducing a person to an object 
of sexual pleasure. The authors 
stress throughout that chastity is 
part of the same root system for 
the moral life of all Christians: 
the life of virtue.

So, what is the life of virtue? 
According to the Catechism of 
the Catholic Church (CCC): “A 
virtue is an habitual and fi rm 
disposition to do the good. It al-
lows the person not only to per-
form good acts, but also to give 
the best of himself. The virtuous 
person tends toward the good 
with all his sensory and spiritual 
powers; he pursues the good and 

LA CROSSE – Aquinas High 
School musicians came home 
on a high note after copping top 
awards at the Nashville Music 
Festival on April 16.

Being the only Wisconsin 
school in a competition with 20 
other schools from around the 
country, Aquinas received fi rst 
place trophies and superior rat-
ings in three categories: Instru-
mental Jazz Accompaniment 
(Matthew Ham, Michael Ring, 
Pat Van Oss and John Rich-
ards), Vocal Jazz (the Aquinas 
Vocal Jazz Combo: Brianna 
Burner, Brianne Botand, Sim-
one Stickler, Carliegh Ristow, 
Andrew Manson, Paul Kruse, 
Matthew Curtis, George Mc-
Graw, Caitlin Lyla, Jaqi Erick-
son, Anna Smerud, Lizzy Cur-
tis, Anthony Sherony, Jeffrey 
Dudkiewicz, Darren Knox and 
Nathan Wong), and Percussion 

Exercising the truth and meaning of human sexuality

Nashville music festival a resounding success

chooses it in concrete actions” 
(CCC, no. 1803).

Given that chastity belongs 
in context with all the other vir-
tues, it may be helpful to keep 
in mind several basic principles 
that stand out in this defi nition:

1) Personhood: From the mo-
ment of our conception, our 
bodily existence is expressed as 
either male or female: “a uni-
fi ed totality of body and spirit; 
a soul which expresses itself in 
a body and a body informed by 
an immortal spirit” (Familiaris 
Consortio, 22). Body and spirit 
each come equipped with “mus-
cles” of their own! The physi-
cal/sensory muscles are more 
readily apparent; our “spiritual 
muscles” have to do with our 
ability to reason and to choose. 
These sets of muscles are meant 
to work together in harmony and 
integrity, which makes for unity 
within the person. What we do 
with one affects the other. 

Virtue pertains to the whole 
person and requires “exercising” 
sensory and spiritual muscles, 
affecting us in the present and 
the future. A simple equation il-
lustrates this facet of our person-
hood:

This equation can be read for-
wards or backwards, and is nev-
er set in stone in this life. For ex-
ample, our character will infl u-
ence the types of habits we have, 
as is seen in the acts that spring 
from them. 

By these innate God-given 
powers, we can act, or choose to 
do something. By these acts, if 

repeated, we come to form hab-
its, which if good are virtues and 
if evil are vices. The habitual 
state of doing good or evil forms 
our character, our being, which 
in turn we carry over into eter-
nity, our destiny. The old say-
ing “you can’t take it with you” 
is true, except when it comes to 
our character – that follows us 
wherever we go. 

2) The Necessity of Self-
Knowledge and Formation: En-
ter the reality of Original Sin, 
and, voilà! We have a confl ict 
between knowing the good and 
choosing to do it! We all are fa-
miliar with this inner struggle, 
especially when it comes to res-
olutions, early morning alarms, 
deadlines, and saying ‘no’ to a 
second helping of Aunt Mae’s 
SuperDeluxExtraStrengthDou-
bleChocolate fudge… Call it 
the St. Paul Syndrome (see Ro-
mans 7:15-23 on the tendency to 
give in to weakness and sin even 
when we know we shouldn’t). 
Should we be surprised then 
that neither our children nor we 
are automatically good, docile, 
obedient, cheerful, sharing our 
toys? 

There is the expression“saints 

are not born; they’re made.” 
The wisdom here is quite sim-
ple: we cannot attain goodness 
or holiness without effort and 
practice. It’s part of the human 
condition. Our nature requires it, 
and constantly too. That is why 
it is not so strange to speak about 
virtue formation with terms like 
“apprenticeship in self-mastery” 

or “school of virtue.” 
Take the analogy of a musi-

cian. Anyone who has ever at-
tempted to become profi cient on 
an instrument discovers it takes 
practice, sacrifi ce, discipline, 
perseverance and sometimes de-
terminedly “turning a deaf ear!” 
No matter the level of natural 
talent, it must be honed with re-
petitive exercises in order to im-
prove (I think back on my own 
experiences: how on earth my 
mother ever survived fi ve chil-
dren taking music lessons simul-
taneously I’ll never know…). 

Still more, growth in virtue 
is going to be lifelong, and the 
sooner it begins, the easier it is 
for the roots of goodness to set-
tle in deeply and fi rmly in the 
soil of life. The optimal place for 
this formation is in the context 

of the family, in the day-to-day 
teachable moments and lessons 
of daily living. 

Therefore, it is good that chil-
dren learn, at a very early age, 
that they cannot have everything 
they want. A proper understand-
ing of the difference between 
selfi shness and selfl essness, ear-
ly on, will help a young person 
to see and treat others with re-
spect, especially in guarding the 
gift of sexuality. 

Through family discussions 
at the proper age, young people 
will be helped to seek friend-
ships with persons of the op-
posite sex while avoiding situ-
ations of physical temptation in 
order to preserve the total gift of 
themselves for a lifelong com-
mitment to their spouse in the 
sacrament of marriage. 

3) Giving the Best of Our-
selves: “Man is called to love 
and self-giving in the unity of 
body and spirit.” (TM, no. 10). 
All the virtues are directed to-
ward one thing: love, which is 
doing what is best for another. 
We can therefore call whatever 
is truly loving and self-giving, 
“the good.” How can we respond 
to God’s call? 

First, we must learn during 
our lifetime to know the good: 
informing our minds and con-
sciences in matters of faith and 
morals by studying God’s laws 
as found in Scripture and the 
Church’s teachings. Second, we 
must adopt the means to achieve 
this goal, through practice, 
through exercising our sensory 
and spiritual muscles in doing 
good and avoiding evil, in the 
circumstances of daily living. 
Third, we need to depend on the 
reality of grace as a real power, 
found through the sacraments – 
especially reconciliation and the 
Eucharist.

Grace is a gift, never forced on 
us, a gift that awaits our freely 
given consent and cooperation. 
In short, we are never left with-
out the real assistance that makes 
the impossible possible, and the 
diffi cult “doable.” 

So the next time your child 
wants to take up the trumpet, 
take a deep breath, thank God 
for the opportunity to practice 
virtue yourself, and then get a 
good set of earplugs!

Editor’s note: A parishioner at St. James, La 
Crosse, Victoria Savva is a wife and mother 
to be. She received her Master of Arts in 
Catechetics from Christendom College, Front 
Royal, Va. and a Bachelor of Science in Psy-
chology from the University of California at 
Santa Clara. 

The Truth and Meaning of Human Sexuality 
may be purchased by mailing a check for 
$2.60 (payable to the Diocese of La Crosse) to 
the Offi ce of Catechesis and Evangelization, 
PO Box 4004, La Crosse, WI 54602-4004, or 
call (608) 791-2658 or e-mail alankford@dio-
ceseofl acrosse.

Ensembles (the Aquinas Percus-
sion Ensemble: Darren Knox, 
Mitch Roberge, Joseph Buckley, 
Joseph Kruse, J.J. Pearse, Joseph 
Mullaney, Adam Hauke, David 
Cramer, Michael Ring, Kyle 
Neefe, and Nicolaus Antony).

The following individuals won 
solo awards: Matthew Curtis, vo-
cal solo; John Richards, jazz im-
provisation; J.J. Pearse, marimba 
and xylophone solo; Matthew 
Curtis, outstanding vocal solo-
ist in an ensemble; and Matthew 
Ham, outstanding piano soloist. 

“I was thrilled with our partici-
pation, and it was truly an hon-
or to bring back fi rst place tro-
phies and superior ratings,” said 
Aquinas High band teacher Ann 
Wenzel, who is in her sixth year 
as the band teacher at Aquinas. 

Twenty-nine Aquinas students 
made the trip to Nashville, as did 
16 Aquinas vocalists. Leading 

ACT        HABIT (+virtue/-vice)        CHARACTER = DESTINY
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La Crosse Aquinas High School band and vocal jazz musicians returned home with 
hop honors after a recent competition in Nashville, Tenn. Pictured above is the 
Aquinas High School Percussion Ensemble, (top, from left) Joseph Buckley, Nico-
laus Antony, Darren Knox, Michael Ring, (middle) Band Director Ann Wenzel, David 
Cramer, Mitch Roberge, Adam Hauke, (bottom) Kyle Neefe, J.J. Pearse, Joseph Kruse 
and Joseph Mullaney.

the vocalists was Aquinas choir 
director Peter Bosgraaf.

Aquinas High School has 

strong levels of participation in 
its music programs, with 60 in 
band and 120 in various choirs.

Growth in virtue is go-
ing to be lifelong, and 
the sooner it begins, 
the easier it is for the 
roots of goodness to 
settle in deeply and 
fi rmly in the soil of 
life. The optimal place 
for this formation is in 
the context of the fam-
ily, in the day-to-day 
teachable moments 
and lessons of daily 
living. 


