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Shame, or Modesty, from a Catholic Point of View
by Leo-Francis Daniels, of the Pharr Oratory
Shame, or modesty, is more an emotion than it is a virtue. Like a virtue, however,
it has the qualities of a mean: At one extreme, one finds shyness or shame; at the other
end, there is shamelessness. Shame or modesty can be defined as the fear of ill repute or
disgrace. Although shamelessness is, indeed, a vice, shame is not a virtue in the strict
sense of the word. An individual rightly ashamed of having committed an indecent or
immoral act is not virtuous, for a virtue is a disposition or habit, and, in this case, there is
simply a reaction, albeit appropriate, for misconduct. There are certain things that
virtuous and decent individuals do not do, regardless of circumstances. Modest
individuals feel shame at the appropriate time, so that modesty is not properly a virtue but
rather a feeling that a well-bred virtuous youth ought to have. Virtuous persons will
rarely do anything shameful and so will have no need of modesty; they will feel shame
when shame is called for: They are not shameless (Nicomachean Ethics, 1128a).
Donald De Marco (2000), sometime professor at St. Jerome’s University,
Waterloo, Ontario, explained, in an article titled The Virtue of Modesty, how Catholics
are expected to integrate the virtue of modesty into their live. Since human beings act
because of perceived goodness, De Marco asserted that
goodness should not be invisible. It should not be colorless. On the other hand, it
should not dazzle or overpower. It should compel, not impel; attract, not attack. .
. . Modesty is the virtue that presents goodness in its proper color: One of
elegance rather than affluence, economy rather than extravagance, naturalness
rather than ostentation. . . . Modesty is the virtue that allows one to focus on what
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is good without being distracted by irrelevant superficialities. (De Marco, 2000,
para. 1- 2)
According to De Marco (2000), some attitudes that characteristically bespeak the modest
individual are the following:
•

right living brings contentment,

•

doing good deeds needs no display or fanfare,

•

life is essential, but rewards are superfluous,

•

nature lends itself to a wider world,

•

ornamentation in life stifles,

•

gilding the lily provokes aversion,

•

self-confidence is not tainted with being demure,

•

unpretentious and simple heart lightens living, and

•

actions and words speak for themselves (De Marco, 2000).

De Marco defined modesty as
the body’s conscience. The modest person is not interested in displaying his
talents and attainments for people to admire. He even shuns making himself the
subject of conversation. He is more eager to know what he needs to know than to
parade what he already knows. He has a healthy sense of himself as he is and is
less concerned about how others view him. (De Marco, 2000, para. 4)
If the norms for morality were immediately and completely abolished, so that
society would be bereft of ethical standards to form human consciences and to guide
social behavior, humanity would greatly feel the need for norms, laws and a legal
framework to protect humanity, socially and individually. The Catholic ethical theorist
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Alasdair MacIntyre, in his book After Virtue, suggested the imagining of such a total
moral deprivation in an effort to appreciate the importance of virtue ethics, or morality, in
human life; especially, in Catholic human life. Following upon MacIntyre’s justmentioned lugubrious suggestion, Donald P. Goodman (2010), in his book The Modesty
Handbook, asserted that there has, in fact, been overall destructions of the moral
underpinnings of Western civilization, and that
a deliberate revolution, beginning with Protestantism and extending through the
great political revolutions in Britain, America, France, and Russia to the present
day, has destroyed the language of virtue that society once took for granted. The
revolutionaries still have need of virtues, and consequently speak about civic
virtue and similar things, but know nothing and care less about the content which
these words once expressed. Thus, MacIntyre’s lament of the modern ethicist’s
position can be echoed for all modern Catholics. Indeed, concerning many of the
virtues of daily life, modesty included, the situation is still worse: since little had
been written about them before the revolution, even the language used in
discussion has been forgotten and lost. This, no doubt, is why even the mention
of modesty in non-Catholic company generally produces an uncomfortable
silence, if not outright offense: they know nothing of the concept beyond its
occasional use by reclusive old biddies, and are happy about their ignorance.
(Goodman, 2010, p. xii)
To recognize how the Catholic Church understands modesty, Monsignor Charles
M. Mangan, a priest from the Diocese of Sioux Falls, Catholic canonist, Mariologist,
appointee of Pope John Paul II to serve in the Vatican's Congregation for Institutes of
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Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic, and author of many popular books on the
Catholic spiritual life, is sufficiently credentialed to be able to offer an understanding of
modesty as it has been popularly understood in the Catholic Church.
The attitude toward dress has changed dramatically. “Much of what is worn
today is meant to expose rather than conceal the human body” (Mangan, 2004, para. 1).
Modesty in the dress of her faithful has, for centuries, been a concern of the Church, for
the misuse of apparel can either advance a soul’s cause in holiness or serve as an obstacle
to that sanctity. An appeal to Catholic tradition can, therefore, render a valuable
definition of how Christian modesty should be understood: “Modesty,” according to
Mangan (2004), “is the virtue that regulates one’s actions and exterior customs
concerning sexual matters. To dress modestly is to avoid deliberately causing sexual
excitement in oneself or in one’s neighbor. One who dresses modestly shuns clothes that
are known to or reasonably expected to effect sexual arousal in oneself or others.
Modesty in dress pertains to both genders” (Mangan, 2004, paras. 3 and 5).
Modesty, besides being a virtue (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Book IV, 1128b;
Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 2a 2ae, q. 160) is one of the twelve fruits of the
Holy Spirit. As a fruit of the Holy Spirit––fruit, in this context, is a human work
performed with the help of the Holy Spirit––modesty, along with the 11 other fruits are
indications of the life of the Holy Spirit within the Christian believer. The Catechism of
the Catholic Church (1997) states the following about the fruits of the Holy Spirit:
The fruits of the Spirit are perfections that the Holy Spirit forms in us as the first
fruits of eternal glory. The tradition of the Church lists twelve of them: charity,
joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, generosity, gentleness, faithfulness,

5
modesty, self-control, chastity. (no. 1832).
The Catechism of the Catholic Church, then, lists modesty as one of the fruits of the Holy
Spirit. St. Paul’s letter to the Galatians of the Latin Vulgate Bible lists the 12 fruits as
follows: “But the fruit of the Spirit is, charity, joy, peace, patience, benignity, goodness,
longanimity, mildness, faith, modesty, continency, chastity. Against such there is no
law” (Galatians 5:22-23).
On July 17, 1954, Pope Pius XII delivered an allocution to the members of the
Sodality of Mary Immaculate who were convened in Rome; the Pontiff, commenting on
modesty in dress, stated:
Now, there are many young girls who see nothing wrong in adopting certain
styles of dress that only the shameless would wear; they behave like many sheep
by just following the leader. They would certainly blush with shame if they could
know the impression they make, and the feelings they evoke, in those who see
them. [Martin, n.d, pp. 23-24]
Sound spiritual guidance can be found in other papal texts, in the writings of approved
Catholic spiritual writers, and in the Catechism of the Catholic Church. The Catechism
of the Catholic Church relates modesty to the virtue of temperance:
Purity requires modesty, an integral part of temperance. Modesty protects the
intimate center of the person. It means refusing to unveil what should remain
hidden. It is ordered to chastity to whose sensitivity it bears witness. It guides how
one looks at others and behaves toward them in conformity with the dignity of
persons and their solidarity. (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1997, no. 2521)
An ancient practice in the Catholic Church is to drape, or to adorn, with a veil,
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appurtenances used in the celebrations the Lord’s Supper; for example, the custom of
placing decorative veil covering on vessels used to hold the Eucharistic presence of
Christ–e.g., the tabernacle where the Sacrament is reserved, the ciborium from which the
Consecrated Bread is distributed, and the chalice in which Christ’s Blood will be
confected. In a similar context, baptized human beings, as members of the Christ’s Body
which is the Church, as Temples of the Holy Ghost, and as dwelling places of the Blessed
Trinity, should, likewise, be clothed with modesty. Because God created human beings
in His Image and likeness (Genesis 1:26), their bodies should not be used and abused.
Culturally, human beings respect things considered precious: Diamonds, gold, precious
stone, and pearls are protected in a special place; to see them, to touch them, or to acquire
them demands a price.
The Catholic Church, from her beginnings, has instructed her faithful on the
virtue of modesty. The Catholic Church has always stressed the importance of dressing
modestly: From Old Testament times when, in the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve
fashioned coverings of fig leaves to adorn the venerated parts of their bodies–
interestingly, venereal comes from the Latin word venerari, meaning to venerate. It is
important to remember that “modesty protects the intimate center of the person. . . . It
guides how one looks at others and behaves toward them in conformity with the dignity
of persons and their solidarity” (Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 2521).
Modesty provides an ethical base and framework for deeply spiritual implications.
The practice of modesty de-emphasizes the physical and focuses on the spiritual, opening
one’s intellectual horizons onto transcendence. An awareness of modesty and its actual
practice can build up human relationships that are predicated on lasting qualities such as
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respect and trust rather than on ephemeral things like social advancement, personal
pleasure, or economic advantage.
In number 2522 of the Catechism of the Catholic Church (1997), the Church
speaks in terms of guaranteed honesty and respect for personal privacy in human
relationships. The Catholic Church assumes minimally that modesty be built on mutual
respect that is hopeful, on commitment that is authentically Christian, on expectations
that are pure, and on the lively reliance on God’s forthcoming grace in face of any threat
to that gladsome modesty. Such hope will sustain a modesty that
protects the mystery of persons and their love. It encourages patience and
moderation in loving relationships; it requires that the conditions for the definitive
giving and commitment of man and woman to one another be fulfilled. Modesty
is decency. It inspires one's choice of clothing. It keeps silence or reserve where
there is evident risk of unhealthy curiosity. It is discreet. (no. 2522)
The phrase “modesty protects the mystery of persons and their love” attempts to explain
that individuals should never expect to have complete access to whomever they might
have occasion to encounter. Each human being has a right to a certain personal mystery
that is held private or secret from others–only certain select others are entitled to share in
their mystery: Something truly precious will always be kept in a special place where it
will be protected from ignorant mistreatment. Similarly, the body and the intimate life of
a human being who is uniquely created and specially loved by God should be kept secret
and sacred from the harmful eyes of profanity. The propriety of this sacred right to
personal privacy is seen intuitively in how certain homeowners react to their home’s
having been ruthlessly robbed and ransacked. Very often, the victim owner will say, “I
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feel as if I have been violated.” Even though the comparisons limps, it does demonstrate
how human beings sense the entitlement of an inherent right to privacy to certain areas of
their lives–their conscience, their body, their personal possessions, and their very life
being at the top of the list. Husbands and wives, because of their mutual trust and
commitment, share their intimacies with one another: This is one of the reasons divorce
can be so devastating, i.e., first, safety and joy are inspired by the sacred marital vows;
then, suddenly, in divorce they are wrenched away.
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Modesty is the opposite of braggadocio or ostentatiousness. It is simplicity in attitude and also in how one dresses, as to not be either
too flashy or provocative. Depending upon the New Testament translation, St. Paul wrote about modesty anywhere from one to several
times. For example: Mildness, faith, modesty, continency, chastity. Against such there is no law. (Galatians 5:23, Douay-Rheims 1899
(DR), accessed at Bible Gateway passage: Galatians 5:23 - Douay-Rheims 1899 American Edition. ) In this context, St. Paul meant
modest demeanor, as in his description of Jesus: Now I Paul myself bes Shame enters here as that tendency to conceal our sexual
valuesâ€”not because they are inherently badâ€”but to ensure that they donâ€™t overshadow our dignity as persons. In Wojtylaâ€™s
words: â€œThe spontaneous need to conceal the sexual values themselves linked to the person is a natural way to unveil the value of
the person himself.â€ In other words, the sexual values of the person are good; but their proper place is in the context of the
wholeâ€”the whole person.Â Pornography, therefore, â€œobscures the essential value of the person.â€ Modesty. The first place to
start is intent (see my wifeâ€™s book, Emotional Virtue, ch.Â In terms of concrete specifics, Wojtyla points to the consideration of
function for an outfit, for example, â€œduring physical labor in hot weather, while bathing, or at the doctor.â€ Catholic Modesty. 3,615
likes Â· 24 talking about this. To promote the virtue of modesty. To help women and men, especially Catholic women and men, to...Â A
new study just out from Knox College in Galesburg, Illinois, shows that girls as young as six are being conditioned by secular media to
view themselves as sex objects. Yes, you read that right sex Read moreâ€¦ A new study just out from Knox College in Galesburg,
Illinois, shows that girls as young as six are being conditioned by secular media to view themselves as sex objects. Yes, you read that
right sex Read moreâ€¦ Catholic Modesty. The direction modesty points is the direction of greater respect for our body and mind and
those of others, especially in the sexual arena. Instead of asking â€œIs this skirt to short?â€ we should ask â€œDoes this skirt this
short respect my dignity and the dignity of those whoâ€™ll see it?â€Â Advantages of the real definition. There are several advantages
of viewing chastity as a direction rather than a line. I want to explore three of the most important briefly: marital chastity, positive action,
and peace of soul.Â â€“ by the third round of a prize fight the Catholic fan is enflamed and each punch is mentally directed in Anger to
someone he has a severe grudge with â€¦ â€“ by the luxurious description of the mattress or chaise lounge the faithful Catholic is
tempted and becomes more prone to inactivity and Sloth â€¦ Modesty as a sense of shame or shyness in human beings is a shrinking of
the soul from foul conduct, a quality that prevents one from behaving badly towards others or encouraging others to behave badly
towards you. Islamic ethics considers modesty as more than just a question of how a person dresses, and more than just modesty in
front of people; rather it is reflected in a Muslimâ€™s speech, dress, and conduct: in public in regards to people, and in private in
regards to God. Any talk of modesty, therefore, must begin with the heart, not the hemline, as the Prophet of Mercy said, â€˜Modesty is
pa

