Chastity and Modesty
Shun immorality. Every other sin which a man commits is outside the body; but the
immoral man sins against his own body. Do you not know that your body is a temple
of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God? You are not your own; you
were bought with a price. So glorify God in your body. ~ 1 Corinthians 6:18-20
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got it, ﬂaunt it” and to “get used to it.” The impulse to
other can be more than merely physical; they can be
a genuine spiritual communion. Our Lord told us:
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not
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advertising of our intentions to seek out, instead, alest person reserves himself
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or herself as a gift for the one other to whom, eventually, the entire gift of self in marriage will be made
(including, when the vocation is to the priesthood or
religious life, a gift of a chaste self entirely to the service of God).
Modesty governs not only what a person shields
from view but also what another seeks to see, and in
that sense modesty is both withholding display and
avoiding intrusiveness. Modest apparel and behavior reduce sexual temptation and the inappropriate
arousal of sexual desire in others; it is the ﬁrst line
of defense against unwanted sexual advances. Our
disordered desires and our weakened wills need the
protection from heightened arousal that modesty
provides.
There are passages in St. Paul’s letters that, to the
ﬁrst-time reader, seem to be examples of male repressiveness of women (see, for example, 1 Tm 2:9). The
First Letter of Peter expresses what appears to be
the same sentiment (see 1 Pt 3:1-6). And yet these
apostles expressed great wisdom. In the pagan society that they were evangelizing, the Christian witness
of modesty had great power. Not only was a display
of wealth unseemly, but it also conﬂicted with striving for the true adornments of the Christian: “good
deeds” (1 Tm 2:10), “reverent and chaste behavior” (1 Pt
3:2), “the imperishable jewel of a gentle and quiet spirit”
(1 Pt 3:4), so “that the word of God may not be discredited” (Ti 2:5). St. Peter and St. Paul’s admonishments
were particularly directed at women because the culture seeks especially to destroy their natural modesty; women far more often than men are the objects
of lust. For this reason, “[t]eaching modesty to children and adolescents means awakening in them respect for the human person” (CCC 2524).
As has been remarked by many people, the loss of
modesty in our culture has actually degraded sexual
attractiveness. Because of its shielding of mystery,
modesty heightens attractiveness, and even between
husband and wife, a “modest wife adds charm to charm”
(Sir 26:15). The cultivation of modesty is the cultivation of an opportunity for greater, not less, enjoyment of God’s great gift of sex within the rightful
boundaries of marriage.
The modest person who encourages others to be
modest is building up a society in which the dignity
of everyone is respected. An attitude of modesty is
also an attitude that resists “the allurements of fashion and the pressures of prevailing ideologies” (CCC

2523). St. Paul teaches us: “Do not be conformed to this
world but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that
you may prove what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect” (Rom 12:2). Chastity and modesty, therefore, lead to purity of heart.
Jesus gives us this wonderful assurance: “Blessed
are the pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Mt 5:8).
Those who are pure of heart “have attuned their intellects and wills to the demands of God’s holiness,
chieﬂy in three areas: charity1; chastity or sexual
rectitude2; love of truth and orthodoxy of faith”3
(CCC 2518). Chastity enhances charity by teaching
us to love “with upright and undivided heart” (CCC
2520). We strive ever to discipline our passions and
our thoughts, our feelings and our imaginations —
all of which might cause us to turn away from holiness. We view our own body, and the bodies of others, not as objects of pleasure but, instead, as temples
of the Holy Spirit (see 1 Cor 6:19). We seek to love
God with “a pure heart and a good conscience and sincere
faith” (1 Tm 1:5). Jesus is our model of purity, and
“every one who thus hopes in him puriﬁes himself as he is
pure” (1 Jn 3:3), so that we may be “betrothed … to
Christ to [be presented] as a pure bride to her one husband”
(2 Cor 11:2) by the grace of the Holy Spirit.
(CCC 1632, 2337-2350, 2362, 2365, 2518-2526)

Cf. 1Tm 4:3-9; 2 Timothy 2:22
Cf. 1 Thessalonians 4:7; Colossians 3:5; Ephesians 4:19
3
Cf. Titus 1:15; 1Timothy 1:3-4; 2 Timothy 2:23-36
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