
“For all the ‘John Paul II Catholics’ who have found the pontificate of 
Pope Francis to be trying times, here is a carefully reasoned and deeply 
pious invitation to see Francis differently. It should be welcomed by all 
who do not like the idea of trying to be more Catholic than the Pope. 
Jeremiah Barker does us a great service in this book, which will stand as 
one of the most insightful assessments of Francis’s theology.”

—PHILLIP CARY,
editor, Pro Ecclesia: A Journal of Catholic and Evangelical Theology

“In a deeply polarized age where convinced positions tend to harden 
rather than listen, this Song of Three Popes is listening to the notes, aug-
menting the harmonies, and monitoring the dynamics of the melody, in-
viting Roman Catholics who uphold orthodoxy to do so with open ears. 
Catholic social teaching is well worth rescuing from the politics of the 
culture wars. This proposal offers a sound alternative.”

—ELLEN CHARRY, 
emerita professor of theology, Princeton Theological Seminary

“Through the distorting lens of American politics, Pope Francis is often 
cast as an opponent to his predecessors, rather than their faithful heir. 
Jeremiah Barker’s rich and insightful book shows this to be a profound 
misreading. Compellingly written and theologically profound, Cosmic 
Chastity beckons us away from the siren call of technocratic consumer-
ism to hearken to a different melody: the song of creation-as-gift, one 
sung by Francis, Benedict XVI, and John Paul II in seamless harmony.”

—ABIGAIL FAVALE, 
professor, McGrath Institute for Church Life, University of Notre Dame

“For many, Pope Francis is an enigma. But in the spirit of Ignatius of 
Loyola, Jeremiah Barker reminds us that charity would rather discover a 
good interpretation than condemn, and that the hermeneutics of conti-
nuity is a guide to reading well. That sort of charity is commendable, and 
Barker’s readers will be well-served to read along with him.”

—R. J. SNELL, 
editor-in-chief, The Public Discourse



“It’s safe to say Catholics in North America have had a complicated 
relationship with the papacy of Pope Francis. In this book, Jeremiah 
Barker resurrects some of the under-appreciated aspects of Pope Fran-
cis’ theology and witness. By highlighting the commonalities between 
Pope Francis and his predecessors, Barker offers a vision of steward-
ship, justice, and chastity that should challenge and compel Catholics 
across the ideological aisle.” 

—PATRICK T. BROWN, 
fellow, Ethics and Public Policy Center 

“The pope is the vicar of Christ. Faithful Catholics receive the pope’s 
magisterial teaching in a spirit of acceptance and docility. However, too 
many Catholics regard the pope as just another political figure of the 
right or the left, whose teaching is judged from one’s perspective in the 
culture wars. Jeremiah Barker presents the teaching of Pope Francis as 
authentic Catholic doctrine, completely consistent with the teaching of 
Popes John Paul II and Benedict XVI. A masterful and necessary book!”

—THOMAS BETZ, OFM CAP, 
pastor, Saint John the Evangelist Catholic Church, Center City Philadelphia

“Jeremiah Barker persuasively shows the consistency of Pope Francis’s 
theological and anthropological approach—especially to ecology and 
marriage—with that of his two predecessors. Barker does this with an 
authoritative but open reading of both familiar and less well-known texts 
from the three popes. Perhaps even more impressive is Barker’s own 
description of the pontifical understanding of the great modern conflict 
between what he evocatively calls ‘cosmic chastity’ and ‘technocratic lust.’”

—EDWARD HADAS, 
author of Counsels of Imperfection: Thinking Through Catholic Social Teaching

“Jeremiah Barker preaches an all-too-rare message: the fullness of the 
gospel, with all the sharpness of its challenge to our contemporary way 
of life. For those weary of the constant attempts to assimilate Church 
teaching to one agenda or another, Barker’s book and the deep faith at its 
roots is just the remedy.”

—ZENA HITZ, 
author of Lost in Thought: The Hidden Pleasures of an Intellectual Life
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We ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, slaves to various passions 
and pleasures, passing our days in malice and envy, hated by men and 
hating one another; but when the goodness and loving kindness of 
God our Saviour appeared, he saved us . . . 

—TITUS 3 :3–5A R SV

Ours is a tragic century where men are faced with tremendous deci-
sions that shake the souls of the strongest. This is also the age of 
neuroses, of anxiety, of fears, of psychotherapy, tranquilizers, euphori-
ants—all symbols of man’s desire to escape from reality, responsibility 
and decision-making. This is the age of idol-worship of status, wealth 
and power. These idols dominate the landscape like idols of old: they 
are squatty and fat. The First Commandment once again lies broken in 
the dust. The clouds of war, dark and foreboding—an incredible war of 
annihilation and utter destruction—come nearer. Dirge-like sympho-
nies surround us and will not let us be. 

What is the answer to all these darknesses that press so heavily on 
us? What are the answers to all these fears that make darkness at noon? 
What is the answer to the loneliness of men without God? What is the 
answer to the hatred of man toward God? 

—C ATH ER I N E D OH ERTY,  POUSTINIA
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Preface

To My Fellow “JP2 Catholics”

“When you want to get to know a sports car, you’ve got to get inside 
it, and drive it fast.” This is what R. R. Reno, editor of First Things, said 
to a group of Catholic students who were just beginning their studies 
at Princeton in the fall of 2012. Reno was using the image of “getting 
to know a sports car” to illustrate what it means to think critically from 
within a tradition, as opposed to maintaining an allegedly “neutral” and 
“academic” distance from the truth claims of an inherited tradition. Only 
by way of tradition are we equipped with a grammar to think critically 
about our own tradition and other traditions, Reno was proposing. If you 
want to think critically about your own tradition, Reno was saying, don’t 
stand away from it at a “safe,” “objective” distance, as though that’ll enable 
you to think more critically about it. No, get inside of it, and “drive it fast.”

After the talk, I made a point of speaking with Reno, whom I had 
already been following as an eager disciple for several years. I told him 
about my long-standing existential struggle concerning whether to 
turn “Romeward.” I had just enrolled as an MDiv student at Princeton 
Theological Seminary, largely on the basis of what Reno had written in 
the pages of First Things about its place in the pantheon of theological 
“Schools of Thought.” Reno had proposed that Princeton Seminary was 
the best place to study Protestant dogmatics,1 and so I went in order to 
deal with the question of whether to embrace Protestantism or become 
Catholic. After an engaging chat, the conversation came to a natural 
close, we exchanged farewells, and I turned for the door. “Jeremiah,” Reno 
called to me as I was just about to step out onto the porch, facing Mercer 

1. Reno, “Schools of Thought,” para. 28.
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Street. I turned to look back at him. “Don’t stay in the antechambers of 
the Church for too long.”

When the First Sunday of Lent came around that spring, I under-
went my “first scrutinies” as a part of the Rite of Christian Initiation for 
Adults (RCIA) program in Princeton University’s Catholic chaplaincy. 
The next morning, as I was eating waffles with my friend Vevian Zaki in 
the seminary cafeteria, she looked down at her iPhone and said to me 
with alarm, “The pope is resigning!” I didn’t believe her. Vevian knew 
how much I loved Benedict.

That Lent was the Lent between two popes, the Lent of my scru-
tinies, the Lent of farewell to a beloved proclaimer of the gospel at the 
helm of Peter’s bark. It was likewise the Lent in which the next pope—
Francis—won my heart, and there he struck a symphonic chord. From 
everything I saw and heard, Francis was rocking it as pope, meeting the 
needs of a besieged global flock.

By the first autumn of his papacy, Francis was already ruffling some 
feathers among many of my fellow Catholics involved with Princeton’s 
Catholic chaplaincy, where I had begun serving as coordinator for the 
“Grad Fellowship” group. While many of my fellow Catholics committed 
to orthodoxy perceived dissonance in the Francis message, I was hear-
ing something very different, something that came to my ears as music, 
music in deep harmony with the song I had already learned to love, the 
song JP2 and Benedict had long been singing.

During Benedict’s papacy, his first volume of Jesus of Nazareth captured 
my imagination, and has since maintained its claim upon my heart. The 
text is dear to me, as it presented anew to my searching soul the figure of 
the protagonist of the four Gospels. One of the sections of that volume 
that continually comes to mind is the chapter in which Cardinal Ratz-
inger—elected as Successor to Peter in the midst of drafting that very 
volume—enters into conversation with Rabbi Jacob Neusner,2 author 
of A Rabbi Talks with Jesus. In Neusner’s book, the rabbi enters into a 
dialogue with Jesus of Nazareth as he is presented in Matthew’s Gospel.3 

In his own book, Pope Benedict in turn joins Rabbi Neusner and Jesus, 
among the crowds at a mount in Galilee, where Jesus delivers an exten-
sive sermon, popularly known as the Sermon on the Mount. Following 

2. Benedict, Jesus of Nazareth, 103–22.
3. See Neusner, Rabbi Talks with Jesus, 7–11.
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the sermon, as Neusner and Jesus make their way down the dusty roads 
of Palestine toward Jerusalem, the theologian in the shoes of the fisher-
man—Benedict XVI—comes alongside Jesus and Neusner, joining in on 
their conversation. Neusner, for his part, expresses his admiration and 
astonishment at the words of the new teacher from Nazareth.4 Yet, he 
concludes at the end that he cannot follow this compelling rabbi, for his 
teachings are, he says, a departure from the faith of Abraham and Sarah, 
Isaac and Rebecca, Jacob, Leah, and Rachel. Ratzinger and Neusner cor-
dially, but decisively, part company: Neusner, on a path more faithful—he 
firmly believes—to the teachings of Moses, and Ratzinger, for his part, in 
company with Jesus. Precisely in this following of the rabbi from Galilee, 
Benedict believes he is following the one whose teaching fulfills the law 
of Moses and that in this following he is incorporated—as a gentile—into 
the very family of Abraham.

This conversation between the professor-pope and the professor-
rabbi—each in conversation with the carpenter-rabbi—in the pages 
of Jesus of Nazareth, has since served as a model for me. Neusner and 
Benedict each take seriously the claims of their counterparts, seriously 
enough to recognize what is distinctive in their respective claims. This 
is anything but a dialogue built upon the cordiality of relativism. The 
cordiality is rooted in the mutual desire for truth. My professor Phillip 
Cary exhorted his students to appropriate postmodern “hospitality” in 
this very way. That is, we must be hospitable enough to really welcome 
and orient our conversation partner to our own turf, our own home, with 
its own distinctive sets of claims, axioms, judgments, and proposals. I 
hope that in the following pages, I can make a contribution to this style 
of conversation—a style of engaging in vibrant dialogue with mutual 
respect rooted in conviction.

In the pages of Commonweal magazine, Massimo Faggioli has character-
ized American Catholicism as the global center of opposition to Pope 
Francis, and characterized First Things as the main intellectual organ of 
that opposition.5 This volume is a response to the First Things editor-in-
chief, Dr. Reno, whom I’m conceiving of as this book’s primary conversa-
tion partner. It’s a student’s first response to the professor in a classroom 
discussion, as it were. And in his response to the teacher’s lectures, this 

4. Benedict, Jesus of Nazareth, 114; Neusner, Rabbi Talks with Jesus, 155–61.
5. Faggioli, “Whose Rome?,” para. 1.
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student zeroes in on what he’s identifying as the theological, ethical, and 
spiritual core of the social message of Francis and the two previous popes. 
The topic of conversation is the legacy of JP2 and Benedict in the Francis 
papacy. I call that legacy by a single name—cosmic chastity, the meaning 
of which we’ll be exploring throughout the rest of this book.

To get a sense of what I’m after, imagine, if you will, that Reno is 
teaching a class on “The Church and Society Today.” Let’s say that a num-
ber of Reno’s lectures for the class include commentary on Pope Francis 
in relation to current societal trends and in relation to the teaching of the 
two previous popes. Imagine that I’m one of Professor Reno’s students 
in the back row, a student who to a great extent is a disciple of Reno the 
theologian. I conceive of this book as a friendly conversation in which I 
seek to bring to the attention of those listening in on my rebuttal to Dr. 
Reno a vision of Catholic social teaching as an integral whole, rooted as it 
is in the Church’s theological tradition, in direct opposition to what I’m 
calling technocracy’s regime of lust. The vision of Catholic social teaching 
of which I speak is one with a rich theological inheritance. It has been ad-
vocated by JP2, Benedict, and Francis together, each of whom draw upon 
the heritage of that teaching going back to Leo XIII and beyond into the 
Church’s past—a past of long-standing resistance to lust’s tyranny.

What initially won this student over to Reno—what compelled him 
to follow his lead in thinking theologically and in interpreting the signs 
of the times—was Reno’s compelling way of reading the Bible. Reno’s ea-
ger back-row student has hung on to every word of Reno’s series preface 
to the Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible, as though it were his 
own personal mandate. Over and against the modern “consensus that 
classical Christian doctrine distorts interpretive understanding,”6 Reno 
proposed that doctrine is, in truth, “a clarifying agent, an enduring tradi-
tion of theological judgments that amplifies the living voice of scripture.”7 
In opposition to the view that “a noncommitted” reading of Scripture is 
“the way toward objectivity,” Reno boldly observed that “an interpretation 
unprejudiced” simply invites “the languid intellectual apathy that stands 
aside to make room for the false truisms and easy answers of the age.”8

Reno is a representative spokesperson for a vibrant, socially en-
gaged Catholicism that roots itself in orthodoxy. With him I see many 

6. Reno, series preface to the Brazos Theological Commentary, 11.
7. Reno, series preface to the Brazos Theological Commentary, 11.
8. Reno, series preface to the Brazos Theological Commentary, 11.
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conversation partners whom I seek to engage here through my dialogue 
with him: Raymond de Souza, Ross Douthat, Douglas Farrow, Matthew 
Schmitz, George Weigel, and Julia Yost among them, each prominent 
contributors to the intellectual-social formation of North America’s core 
faithful, and each of whom have found themselves in a position to resist 
forces of liberalization, secularization, and relativism within and outside 
the Church in what many call the “culture wars.” Each of these theologi-
cally informed North American Catholic social commentators are a de-
light to read and to listen to, each in their own distinctive ways. Among 
these conversation partners, Reno has been the most formative for me, 
and is therefore the one I have to reckon with the most in my own heart, 
in discerning a way of moving as a Catholic in the public square today.

My own steps have taken a distinctive turn away from Reno, par-
ticularly with respect to a hermeneutics of the Francis message. Whereas 
Francis is dismissed by Reno as having entered into a peace pact with the 
liberal elite, he models for me a way of moving boldly as a Catholic in the 
public square today. Reno’s reading of Francis is a reading I regard as false 
and misdirected. I’ve become convinced that Francis’s lead takes us in the 
right direction. But that direction is something that Reno hasn’t managed 
to perceive in his reading of Francis. What Francis actually directs us 
toward is what I seek to explicate in this book. And I’m convinced that 
we can clearly perceive what Francis is pointing the way toward if we give 
him a fair and more thorough hearing on his own hermeneutical playing 
field; or, to switch metaphors, if we give him a more thorough hearing in 
what I refer to in this book as the amphitheater of Catholic social teaching 
in which Francis sings his song, according to the acoustical structure of 
that body of the Church’s theological teaching to which Francis submits 
and to which he consistently appeals.

What I put forward in these pages is an introductory presentation of 
the theology and accompanying ethos and spirituality of cosmic chastity 
that grounds the body of the Church’s social doctrine as it is presented 
by Francis and the two previous popes. With respect to interpreting the 
Francis message, this book offers an alternative hermeneutic to the one 
exemplified by much of Reno’s commentary on Francis in the pages of 
First Things. By way of presenting cosmic chastity as the singular social 
message of the JP2, Benedict, and Francis papacies, I place Francis’s 
thinking in close association with that of the two previous popes. This 
book, then, doesn’t primarily argue for a hermeneutic of continuity; it 
executes and exemplifies a hermeneutic of continuity.
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With respect to how to read the signs of the times, this student in 
the back row of Reno’s classroom is fundamentally a disciple of JP2 and 
Benedict, two of the great heralds of the Catholic faith in his lifetime and 
in the lifetime of his fellow classmates of committed millennial Catho-
lics. The student writing this volume looks to JP2 and B16 as heralds 
of Catholic orthodoxy, heralds of the glad tidings of Jesus Christ in the 
contemporary world, as the Moses and Elijah of Catholic social teach-
ing as it pertains to the present moment. These two figures—this student 
believes—show the way of moving as a Catholic in the public square. 
The pressing concern of Vatican II—that of the Church’s mission in the 
modern world—was the concern that animated the missionally driven 
hearts of these two ecclesial giants when they served as young theologi-
cal advisors at the council, and throughout their subsequent scholarly 
and pastoral careers. In a decades-long fraternal collaboration, these two 
dogmatically rooted Vatican II rock stars forged the way for a New Evan-
gelization and lit the fire of a culture of life in the dark night of a culture 
of death. As collaborative shepherd-intellectuals and formators of a new 
generation of the core faithful, they were keenly on guard against the 
ideological wolves that threatened their ecclesial flock, ever prone as this 
flock was to wander straight into an ideological den of beasts.

My fellow committed Catholic “classmates” and I are largely formed 
by JP2’s robust Marian spirituality, his zeal for evangelization, and his vi-
sion of sexual chastity in an age of endemic and systematically fed sexual 
lust. We are likewise very much children of Benedict’s christocentricity, 
his love for the liturgy, and his commitment to the Word of God. We 
are especially formed by JP2’s and B16’s outspoken commitment to or-
thodoxy and moral truth in a relativistic age. And Francis, according to 
my portrayal of him in this book, follows very closely in their footsteps. 
What impresses this back-row student about JP2 and B16 is very much 
what impresses him about Francis.

By way of this text, I seek to explain what I’m hearing in the message 
of Francis and the two previous popes. As many faithful North American 
Catholics look to JP2 and Benedict as allies in their struggles for social 
and political influence, and as this book presents JP2 and Benedict as 
allies of Francis’s social concerns, the theological rationale of JP2’s and 
Benedict’s social teaching will serve—in this text—a mediating func-
tion between Francis on the one hand and faithful conservative North 
American Catholics on the other. Both Francis and the core faithful of his 
flock in North America claim an alliance with JP2 and Benedict, but the 
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relationship between Francis and a significant portion of the core faithful 
is characterized by tension. Many faithful Catholics perceive Francis as 
possessing what seem to be undeniable and obvious weaknesses—not 
just his alleged propensity for doctrinal sloppiness (remarks on airplanes, 
the “infamous” AL footnote, his nonresponse to the dubia) but also some 
of his purportedly preposterous appointments and fellow travelers (e.g., 
Cardinal Paglia and the JP2 Institute). Though this book is not itself 
polemical in character, as it does not set out to directly dismantle every 
suspicion of Francis one by one and explain his every move, it does offer 
a reckoning with these apparent weaknesses on Francis’s part, and it does 
so by presenting the theological, ethical, and spiritual heart of the Francis 
message, in the light of which his words and actions can be thoroughly 
comprehended and in a way that I think can awaken an enthusiasm and 
support for Francis on the part of those zealously concerned for the pres-
ervation and promulgation of the orthodox faith today. Once we can see 
Francis in the same theological, ethical, and spiritual space as JP2 and 
Benedict, it will be easier, I suggest, to see him in relation to the concerns 
that animate the faithful Catholics who are concerned that Francis is a 
threat to orthodoxy. My hope is that any JP2 Catholics reading this book 
can walk away from the text with a sense that the heart of the Francis 
message is something that they can get behind, something that calls for a 
serious and much-needed societal conversion. Indeed, it’s my hope that 
readers will find in Francis, by way of this text, an enlightening guide 
through the confusing and tumultuous landscape of our day, as I have 
found him to be in my own life as a millennial Catholic who considers 
himself a child of JP2 and Benedict.

I would like to identify at the outset an aspect of the papal trio’s so-
cial teaching that runs as a red thread throughout this volume’s theologi-
cal, ethical, and spiritual meditation on the singular message of the three 
popes, particularly as it manifests itself in the message of Francis. This 
book harps strongly upon cosmic chastity’s demand upon the human 
heart to make a definitive gift-of-self according to a theology of creation-
as-gift, in direct opposition to the lustful urgings of our consumeristic, 
relativistic, and technocratic society. That is to say, this book harps upon 
cosmic chastity’s vision of sexuality, marriage, family, and vocational 
commitment as part of a larger logic of integral ecology according to a 
theology of creation-as-gift in thorough opposition to relativism, tech-
nocracy, and consumerism. An integral vision of sexuality, marriage, 
family, and vocation as part of a larger logic of integral ecology is a vision 
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that interprets human sexuality as fundamentally about making a defini-
tive gift-of-self. Human sexuality is conceived of in this book as itself a 
revelation of creation’s built-in demand upon the human heart that we 
do everything in our power to find a way of making a gift of ourselves. 
Hence, the demand (that we strive to make a gift of ourselves) and the 
icon of that demand (human sexuality, expressed primarily in marriage 
and family as well as in vocational commitment in consecrated life and 
holy orders) stand in opposition to the same evil triplets which in turn 
conspire against chastity and for lust, namely, relativism, technocracy, 
and consumerism.

According to this book’s hermeneutic, Francis’s LS is read as a com-
panion encyclical to Benedict’s CV. Both sound an insistent indictment 
upon business as usual in a culture that finds itself in the clutches of the 
market’s rationale of use and abuse of the world’s people and things. The 
singular CV-LS social platform of Benedict and Francis in the JP2 tradi-
tion of social thought calls for serious social change—change that many 
people today, conservatives and progressives alike, intuitively know we 
need. There is an intuitive sense among many millennials and Gen Zers 
that there is a serious problem with business as usual in the global market. 
That is to say, there is a widespread conviction in society today that there 
is a serious problem with how we manage (or mismanage) our household 
as a society, in how we manage (or mismanage) our common home.

For the papal trio and the radical left, our household mismanage-
ment is largely a matter of ecology and economics. And for the papal 
trio, our economic and ecological crisis of household mismanagement 
is deeply related to our society-wide misunderstanding of the micro-
household, and particularly, our misunderstanding of the bedroom, of 
the marriage bed, of family, of sexuality, of our bodies in relation to other 
bodies, as well as our misunderstanding of the integral relation between 
the sacred matter of the body and the marriage bed on the one hand and, 
on the other hand, household management as a whole—on micro and 
macro levels. The very concern which unites the papal trio’s concern with 
the fundamental concern of the radical left—the shared papal and leftist 
objection to the neoliberal logic of the market and the shared papal and 
leftist concern for the environmental crisis—is for the papal trio deeply 
connected with a false understanding of sexuality, which has duped much 
of the political left, and which, I dare say, has duped much of the political 
right, as well. The ecological crisis, the economic crisis, and the crisis in 
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sexuality is, for the papal trio, a singular crisis in failing to perceive the 
implications of the Christian doctrine of creation-as-gift.

The problem with business as usual in the liberal market, which is 
a problem with our societal practices of household mismanagement, is 
fundamentally about our need for the virtue of chastity over and against 
the vice of lust. And in using the terms “chastity” and “lust,” I mean to 
apply them in the broadest sense, with meaning inclusive of but not 
restricted to their explicitly sexual aspects. The problem with business 
as usual, I suggest, is that it lacks the criteria of love rooted in truth, a 
love which is inherently chaste—which is what Benedict called for in CV, 
and what Francis has consistently called for after him. The problem with 
business as usual in society today is that it is governed by the technocratic 
paradigm, which in turn is harnessed to feed the lusts of our hearts. The 
technocratic paradigm feeds into our disordered desires, and further 
deforms our hearts, furthering the disorder of our already-disordered 
impulses. And the prophetic outcry of the Francis papacy, in deep conti-
nuity with the message of the two popes before him, is fundamentally an 
outcry against this paradigm with the lusts that it feeds upon and which 
it feeds.

In much of popular discourse today, the distinction that is thought 
to be of import is the distinction between liberal and conservative. And 
by way of popular (mis)perceptions, we drag our discussions about what 
the popes have to say into the superficial spats of the culture wars that 
divide social perspectives into these two categories. I propose another 
divide, one that I think is more fundamental, more important, and more 
relevant to a Catholic worldview, namely, the divide between the rationale 
of technocratic lust on the one hand, and the rationale of cosmic chastity 
on the other. With respect to this divide, Francis stands securely along-
side the two previous popes, singing a prophetic song of truth, justice, 
love, and peace, a song that shall ultimately prevail—eschatologically 
speaking—over the dissonant clamor of technocracy and lust.

Jeremiah Barker
Combermere, Ontario

Solemnity of St. Joseph, Husband of Mary, 2023
Tenth Anniversary of the Beginning of the Francis Pontificate
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Introduction

Introducing Cosmic Chastity

Why Interpreting the Popes from within the Culture Wars 

Doesn’t Work, and an Alternative Hermeneutic That Does

The problem with papal hermeneutics in North America today is 
that we easily fall into the trap of reading the popes as if they’re players 
in a game they’re not actually playing. Or, to return to the metaphor of 
music: Reno, as a papal music critic representative of many a faithful 
Catholic, thinks that Francis is singing from a dated 1970s hymnbook.1 
I am proposing an alternative reading of the Francis soundtrack. Francis 
is singing, I am convinced, from the perennial prophetic hymnbook of 
Catholic social teaching. The song of Francis’s papal message, which has a 
particular resonance in this progressive millennial moment, is structured 
by the philosophical and dogmatic pattern of the social teaching of JP2 
and Benedict, and has no resemblance to the shallow moral relativism 

1. In 2013, Reno was still presenting Francis as merely perceived by National 
Catholic Reporter and Huffington Post as singing from their hymnal. See Reno, “How 
to Limit Government,” sec. “Popes and Interviews,” paras. 9–13. By the time of “Crisis 
of Solidarity” (November 2015), “Francis’s Improv Theology” (June 2016), para. 10, 
“A Militant Church” (July 2017), “Building Bridges,” (November 2017), “Failing Pa-
pacy” (February 2019), and “Francis Stands Firm” (February 2020), Reno has become 
more direct in characterizing Francis as a cliché-laden ally of the liberal elite. Reno’s 
reflection on Francis’s alleged defense of “Bourgeois Religion” in December 2017 is 
particularly biting. If there’s one article in response to which I seek to offer an alterna-
tive hermeneutic of the Francis message, it’s this one (Reno, “Liberal Tradition, Yes; 
Ideology, No,” sec. “Bourgeois Religion,” paras. 6–8).
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of old liberal Catholics who get a kick out of distributing condoms and 
celebrating mass around a coffee table with pita bread and wine in a mug.

Whereas the words of JP2 and Benedict were regularly mined for 
ammunition on the part of the right against the left, Francis leaves very 
little ammo for the right, providing arms, it seems, for the right’s most 
rabid opponents. Indeed, from the perspective of those most worried 
about Francis, it seems that he is driven by the very impulses that drive 
those popularly derided as “social justice warriors” in their “neo-Marxist” 
fight for truth and justice. For many Francis critics, it is taken for granted 
that those are accurate descriptions for the important social dynamics at 
play in our world, and therefore, it is taken for granted that the bishop 
of Rome is “categorizable” in relation to those very dynamics—either for 
or against millennial “social justice warriors” (SJWs) and the boomer 
Woodstock idealists.2 Francis is indeed dismissed as an ally of today’s 
“SJWs” by many of North American Catholicism’s ardent defenders of 
orthodoxy, who likewise take it for granted that this is a legitimate label 
for progressives and not just a polemical slur at the ready in the auto-
suggest ammo magazine of online conservative social commentators. 
Francis sounds like one of these radical leftist democratic socialists and 
Black Lives Matter activists, or like one of their boomer predecessors at 
Woodstock, according to the categories appealed to on a popular level 
on the “conservative” side of the culture wars. For much of his papacy, 
Francis has been portrayed by both sides of the culture wars as something 
of a Bernie Sanders of Rome. And depending on whether Bernie is a 
symbol of progress or regress, Francis, too, is a symbol of the same. Dur-
ing his first presidential campaign (for the 2016 election), Bernie even 
found it expedient to make regular appeal to the figure of Francis, and 
made a point of shaking his hand in the Vatican during the height of 
the campaign season. And that’s what worries the “conservative” culture 
warriors. Francis seems a little too cozy with the left.

What is needed is a more serious and attentive theological engage-
ment of Francis’s teaching in direct interaction with that of JP2 and B16, 
in view of the thoughtful concerns of Francis’s sharpest critics. It is the 
aim of this book to begin taking some steps toward meeting that need. 
This student in the back row of Reno’s class raises his hand to speak, 
concerned that many of his classmates are ill-equipped to receive—in 
the message of Francis—the best transmission on offer of the JP2-B16 

2. See Reno, “Failing Papacy,” para. 12.
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message into this present cultural moment. This student’s classmates are 
ill-equipped to receive a message that he thinks is very important for us 
to be hearing at this moment in history, a message that stands up boldly 
against the forces of technocracy, relativism, and the commercial logic.3

I’m making a distinction here between my conversation partners 
(represented primarily by Professor Reno) on the one hand and my 
audience on the other, my fellow “classmates” in the lecture hall of North 
American Catholicism, listening in, as it were, as I respond to the pro-
fessor’s commentary on the current pontificate. It is for this audience 
of faithful Catholics who are ambivalent about Francis that I want to 
articulate the theological social vision at the core of the papacies of JP2, 
Benedict, and Francis, and which, when identified, brings to light the 
profundity of the message of the Francis pontificate.

My audience for this book, whom, as I have said, I envision as 
“classmates” listening in on my response to Professor Reno, are devoted 
Catholics who have a beautiful culturally formed “instinct” for sexual 
chastity, formed as they have been by JP2’s theology of the body. Their 
hearts have been formed to cherish various key aspects of the message 
of JP2. These young Catholics have an innate fidelity to B16, given his 
obvious connection and continuity with JP2. They are now left with very 
little to say about Francis, with an ambivalence toward him, with a big 
question mark regarding this papacy, and lacking an appetite for the cul-
ture wars and for the spats in the press and on online platforms. They are 
unequipped to navigate the varying claims about the meaning and mes-
sage of this pontificate. They feel the bite of an aggressive anti-Christian 
culture, and they want a pontiff who stands up for the truth of the faith in 
the face of aggressive secularization.

A primary question for this student in Reno’s “course” on Catholi-
cism and society today is whether the content of Francis’s message is to be 
dismissed as strung-together dated clichés from the seventies,4 contribut-

3. As Benedict states, “Economic activity cannot solve all social problems through 
the simple application of commercial logic.” Economic activity, Benedict insists, “needs 
to be directed towards the pursuit of the common good, for which the political com-
munity in particular must also take responsibility . . . [G]rave imbalances are produced 
when economic action conceived merely as an engine for wealth creation, is detached 
from political action” (CV, sec. 36). Emphasis in quotes are original, unless indicated 
otherwise.

4. See Reno, “Francis Stands Firm,” para. 4, where Reno identifies in JP2 and Bene-
dict the same weakness for dialogue that characterizes Francis. For Reno’s take on 
why Francis’s appeals to dialogue and bridge-building are untimely, see also Reno, 
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ing to a process of liberalization and secularization in the Church by way 
of a confusing refusal of precision (like the project of the loosey-goosey 
rule-breaking Jesuits at Creighton University with whom Reno has come 
to associate Francis),5 or if Francis’s message is to be embraced as belong-
ing to the same genre of robustly orthodox prophetic social criticism 
proper to JP2 and B16.6 To which intellectual family tree does Francis’s 
message belong? Reno associates Francis’s message with the former, while 
his student in the back row associates it with the latter. Part of what I’m 
hoping readers of this book will come to see is that connecting Francis 
with the two previous popes gets him right in a way that connecting him 
with loosey-goosey liberalizers gets him wrong.

If we take it for granted that JP2 and B16 more or less had an alli-
ance with the cause of the religious right in North America, and if the 
religious right is under fire in the Francis pontificate, then we take it for 
granted that Francis is an enemy of the very causes for which JP2 and 
B16 fought. This is a taken-for-granted story line with which many of my 
Catholic classmates are familiar. It’s precisely this story line that I seek 
to deconstruct in this book, and in opposition to which I seek to tell the 
narrative in an alternative manner, in a manner truer to the categories 
that matter to the Church’s social doctrine. In the assessment of some 
of my classmates, however, the story of the popes since the opening of 
Vatican II can be told in the following way: we had a Democrat in the 
Chair of Peter in the person of John XXIII, followed by the Republican 
Paul VI (whose Republican platform was particularly clear in his pre-
emptive strike against the HHS mandate in the encyclical HV), followed 
by a movie star Republican JP2 (who with Ronald Reagan smashed the 
left, the communist regime, and the pro-choice caucus in one fell swoop), 
followed by the alt-right Republican B16, who in turn was followed by 
the return of the Democratic Party—with a socialistic vengeance!—to the 
Throne of Saint Peter in the person of Jorge Bergoglio.

Associating John XXIII and Francis with the Left in today’s culture 
wars and Paul VI, JP2, and B16 with the Right is a caricature of what I 
take to be a popular narrative to which many of my classmates are sus-
ceptible, not the professor. But Reno is not clarifying for my classmates 
the distinction between the wars fought between Left and Right on the 

“Building Bridges,” para. 4, and Reno, “Crisis of Solidarity,” para. 2.
5. See Reno, “Failing Papacy,” para. 10, for the ambiguous “pastoral approach” of 

the Jesuits whom Reno knew at Creighton.
6. See Reno, “Francis’s Improv Theology,” para. 10.



I n t r o d u c i n g  C o s m i c  C h a s t i t y 5

one hand and, on the other hand, the war that John XXIII, Paul VI, JP2, 
B16, and Francis have each been fighting together as a singular force, 
joined as they are against a common opposition. And for what are these 
warriors fighting, from the perspective of Reno’s back-row student? And 
against what do they stand in opposition? They’re fighting on behalf of 
cosmic chastity over and against the technocratic lust that reigns supreme 
in society today.

This book arises from the conviction that the ways in which JP2 and 
B16 were confused as allies with American conservatism is as misleading, 
unclear, and confusing as any misapprehension of Francis’s orthodoxy. 
As I don’t have a stake in reacting against a liberal Catholicism that is 
dying out anyway, the bigger threat, in my view, sociologically, for the 
North American Church, is that we fall into a right-wing tribalism—and 
I love that Francis resists precisely that, all the while offering a viable and 
robustly Catholic alternative to the liberal and conservative sides of the 
culture wars.

Reno, highly critical of Francis, has called for a redemption of hints 
and suggestions of a cogent argument in the Francis message.7 I reap-
propriate Reno’s call as a call for me to draw out or highlight what I take 
to be the underlying rationale of the Francis message. That underlying 
rationale is strikingly similar to that of the two previous popes, and I’m 
surprised that Reno is missing it. This one student of Reno is in fact 
inspired by Francis’s call and teaching, and it is the aim of this book to 
draw out what inspires me, and to identify what I hope Reno and my 
classmates don’t miss in the Francis message. But as things stand, I think 
Reno is missing it, and is telling the Francis story in a false and mislead-
ing manner.

The Francis story as I perceive it and as I tell it in these pages is a 
story of proclaiming the message of cosmic chastity. “Cosmic chastity” is 
a name I assign to a theological perspective to which Francis subscribes 
and which precedes him. In accordance with this all-encompassing 
theology of creation-as-gift, if creaturely existence means existence-as-
gift (mirroring the trinitarian interpersonal Existence-as-Gift), then 
my relationship to the gift and the dignity inherent to the gift has to be 
safeguarded by chastity, so as to honor the meaning of creaturely exis-
tence in relation to the Creator, and so as not to dishonor the meaning 

7. Reno identifies a need for theologians to “apply themselves to redeem the hints 
and suggestions of a cogent argument” in LS specifically (Reno, “Weakness of Laudato 
Si,” para. 30).
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of creaturely existence, and thereby dishonor the Creator. Technocratic 
unchastity, or lust, refers to a posture that does not safeguard the dignity 
of creation-as-gift. Such unchastity, or lust, expresses itself across every 
sector of social life. It is precisely an all-encompassing technocratic lust 
that JP2, Benedict, and Francis have together opposed in the late twenti-
eth and early twenty-first centuries.

Cosmic chastity calls us to overcome what is derived from what JP2 
refers to as lust in its three forms.8 That is, cosmic chastity stands over and 
against the lust of the eyes, the lust of the flesh, and the pride of life. A 
chastity that is cosmic, I propose, can be spoken of in terms of chastity in 
its three forms—chastity of the eyes, chastity of the flesh, and the humility 
of life, by which I mean a posture of love informed by an understanding 
of the truth of the meaning of our own creaturely status in relation to the 
Creator and in relation to the rest of creation. Cosmic chastity, i.e., chas-
tity in its three forms, stands in corollary distinction from lust in its three 
forms. The posture of chaste love is the posture proper to the true, just, 
and loving humility of grateful creatures who know themselves to be the 
recipients of the gifts of the Creator who bestows gifts upon us in utter 
gratuity. The call to cosmic chastity in society is a call to overcome, in 
particular, aspects of human behavior arising from lust in its three forms 
as lust in its three forms manifests itself by way of what Pope Francis calls 
the technocratic paradigm. The technocratic paradigm fuels lust, and lust 
fuels the technocratic paradigm. Cosmic chastity, on the other hand, gets 
at the splendor of truth as perceived in every aspect of life in the light of 
the gospel.9

8. TOB, 10.29.1980. This L’Osservatore Romano English translation of the Italian 
word concupiscenza as “lust” is translated by Waldstein as “concupiscence.” Whereas 
Waldstein, for good reason, establishes a technical distinction between concupiscence 
and lust, for the purposes of this book I use the word “lust” more broadly in reference 
to both the notion of concupiscenza as well as the notion of lussuria and lussurioso 
(Waldstein consistently translates the latter two words as “lust”). For an explanation of 
Waldstein’s nuanced translation of these words in comparison with the L’Osservatore 
translation, see Waldstein, introduction to Man and Woman, 13. “Lust in its three 
forms” is translated by Waldstein as “the threefold concupiscence” (MW, 46:1).

9. My use of the word “chastity” here is akin to that of Walker and Caldecott. Walker 
explains Caldecott’s contextual understanding of chastity thus: “By setting chastity 
within the solemn play of conjugal communion, Caldecott recovers the true splendor of 
sexual purity” (Walker, foreword to Not as the World Gives, xvi). For Caldecott, Walker 
explains, “chastity . . . both shapes and reflects the luminous pattern of all truly human 
polity” (Walker, foreword to Not as the World Gives, xvi). For Caldecott, “personal purity, 
social justice, and worship coinhere” (Walker, foreword to Not as the World Gives, xvi).
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Presenting a snapshot of Catholic social teaching as articulated by 
the papal trio is the fundamental goal of this book. It is my hope that the 
theologically rooted social vision promoted by the papal trio will find a 
more prominent place in the hearts of some of my fellow “JP2 Catholics” 
who read this book, as it has begun to find a more prominent place within 
my own heart, thanks to the papal trio’s teaching. This book, then, can be 
conceived of as an introduction to Catholic social teaching at large, as it 
draws upon JP2, Benedict, and Francis as primary sources for presenting 
that teaching, by way of engaging some of their encyclicals, exhortations, 
books, homilies, audiences, addresses, and interviews.

This book arises from a conviction that the JP2-B16 social message 
is inherently and fundamentally an ecological message. The ecological 
context of every facet of JP2’s and B16’s message is something we’re not 
paying enough attention to in North America, I think. And this is a big 
part of why we’re not perceiving what Francis is fundamentally up to in 
his pontificate. The real social project of the Francis pontificate, I con-
tend, is to present the Christian moral vision with the cosmic backdrop 
of a theology of creation, as JP2 and Benedict had done. This theology 
of creation, we shall see, is integral to an eschatology, cosmology, and 
anthropology to which the Church testifies “in order to help people to 
live their lives in the dimension of authentic meaning,” as we shall explore 
in the coming pages (to reappropriate Renato Martino’s description of the 
aim of articulating the Church’s social teaching).10 This holistic theology 
of creation demands of us a posture of cosmic chastity, a posture whose 
meaning will become clearer as we engage the social vision of the papal 
trio. It’s a vision that includes within its purview the demands of truth, 
justice, and love. Central to this posture of cosmic chastity is a posture 
that honors the dignity of the human person, the dignity of humanity as 
a whole, and the dignity of creation at large, by way of adhering to the 
demands of truth, which include the demands of justice and love.

The vision of cosmic chastity espoused by Francis and the two pre-
vious popes is an extension of JP2’s theology of the body to the whole 
material creation. JP2 provides a grammar for this extension in his all-
encompassing theology of creation-as-gift, which serves as the cosmic 
backdrop for his anthropology and theology of the human body. A theol-
ogy of creation is the presupposed context for a theological anthropology 
of the human body and sexuality.

10. Martino and Crepaldi, “Presentation,” para. 3.
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It is in the context of reverence proper to an authentic integral ecol-
ogy that JP2 spoke of environmental stewardship. He consistently spoke 
of environmental stewardship in terms of the truth of the meaning of 
creation, and in terms of the imperative of just and charitable relations 
among human beings and on the part of humanity in relation to the cos-
mos at large. In his “Meditation on Givenness,” JP2 observes that 

nowadays, we often speak of “ecology,” i.e., concern for the natu-
ral environment. The foundational basis for such ecology, how-
ever, is the mystery of creation, which is a great and incessant 
stream of giving all the goods of the cosmos to man—both those 
goods he encounters directly as well as those he only discovers 
through research and experiments utilizing the various meth-
ods of science. Man knows more and more about the riches of 
the cosmos, but at the same time he sometimes fails to recognize 
that these come from the hand of the Creator. However, there 
are times when all men, even nonbelievers, glimpse the truth of 
the givenness of creation and begin to pray, to acknowledge that 
all is a gift from God.11

The truth of the givenness of creation is the fundamental truth of 
cosmic chastity, at the center of the ethos, spirituality, and theology of 
cosmic chastity. The recognition of this truth is a recognition required for 
the development of an ethos of cosmic chastity in human hearts and in 
the heart of society. The truth of the givenness of creation is the founda-
tional truth underlying an ethos of chastity, and is very much the under-
lying truth for an anthropology and ethos of sexual chastity in particular, 
which is at the heart of a theological ecology. This truth of the givenness 
of creation is what demands of us an ethos of chaste love. In what I’m 
calling JP2’s critique of technocratic lust, he lamented the tendency of 
members of society today “to see no other meaning in their natural envi-
ronment than what serves for immediate use and consumption”12—and 
this applies to human bodies, to the fruits of the land, to the work of our 
hands, and to every facet of the earth’s ecosystems and the universe at 
large. JP2’s “call for a global ecological conversion”13 is based upon his 
theology of creation, and upon his understanding of humanity within 
creation. For JP2, our relationship with the rest of the cosmos must be 
determined by an anthropology and cosmology rooted in truth.

11. JP2, “Meditation on Givenness,” 872–73.
12. RH, sec. 15; quoted in LS, sec. 5.
13. LS, sec. 5, citing JP2, “God Made Man,” sec. 4.
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“Cosmic chastity” is a name I’ve assigned to a notion according to 
which the cosmos, by its very nature, makes demands upon us. It demands 
that we bow our heads to its true meaning as cosmos. The truth of the 
cosmos demands that we render to every bit of God’s creation what is its 
due, and thus render to the Creator what is his due, in a posture of what 
Wojtyla calls “justice toward the creator,”14 according to the integral mean-
ing of the cosmos as a whole and of each of its parts. The very nature of 
creation is such that creatures contain within themselves the demands of 
justice. From this perspective, the cause of justice pertains as much to ecol-
ogy as it pertains to anthropology, within a vision according to which an 
authentic ecology depends upon an authentic anthropology and vice versa. 
JP2’s anthropology (and notably, his theology of the human body) belongs 
within a larger theology of creation, his theology of the cosmic body.15

Immediately following his last visit with JP2—on the eve of JP2’s 
death—Joseph Ratzinger gave a speech at the Benedictine convent of 
Subiaco.16 There, Ratzinger sounded a call for men and women of our 
day to follow the example of St. Benedict of Norcia, who showed “the 
way that leads on high, beyond the crisis and the ruins” in “a time of dis-
sipation and decadence.”17 Consistent with the overall message of Catho-
lic social teaching, Ratzinger discussed in this context both the “great 
dangers” and “the great opportunities for man and the world” in these 
times.18 In this address that Ratzinger gave at the threshold of his papacy, 
without using the term, he clearly presents the technocratic paradigm 
as the major threat to the common good in contemporary society.19 For 
Ratzinger, the figure of St. Benedict served as an icon and model for the 
very theological, ethical, and spiritual vision that I’m calling the vision of 
“cosmic chastity,” the vision which he advocated throughout his papacy 
under the patronage of St. Benedict.

14. LR2, 209–61. This is the title of Love and Responsibility’s fourth chapter in the 
Willetts translation. Ignatik translates it “Justice with Respect to the Creator” (LR1, 
193).

15. For the relationship between ecology and Catholic social teaching at large, see 
Schindler, “Habits of Presence,” 575.

16. Peter Seewald recounts this address in relation to JP2’s death and Ratzinger’s 
subsequent election and papal ministry in Seewald, Benedict XVI, 2:249–52, and See-
wald, Light of the World, 5.

17. Ratzinger, “Europe’s Crisis of Culture,” 326.
18. Ratzinger, “Europe’s Crisis of Culture,” 335.
19. Ratzinger, “Europe’s Crisis of Culture,” 325–36.
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The notion of cosmic chastity found within the thinking of Pope 
Benedict rests upon his insistence—which he shares with JP2—that we 
must ensure that the natural environment receives the respect that is 
its due, according to the truth of its being.20 For Benedict, it is precisely 
“the notion that there are no indisputable truths to guide our lives”21 that 
has resulted in the degradation of both the natural environment and the 
social environment. Benedict insists that “the misuse of creation begins 
when we no longer recognize any higher instance than ourselves, when 
we see nothing else but ourselves.”22 The environmental crisis, for Bene-
dict, is a consequence of a relativistic outlook, and as such is a part of the 
crisis in truth.

Another central icon of cosmic chastity alongside St. Benedict is the 
image of St. Francis of Assisi, which Pope Francis places before our eyes 
in the pages of LS.23 According to Pope Francis, St. Francis’s “response to 
the world around him was so much more than intellectual appreciation or 
economic calculus, for to him each and every creature was a sister united 
to him by bonds of affection. That is why he felt called to care for all that 
exists.”24 St. Francis’s love was a chaste love which extended to the entirety 
of the cosmos, on all levels, both macro and micro. The Benedict-Francis 
call for a deepened respect for the environment, i.e., their call for cosmic 
chastity, is based upon a steadfast insistence on justice, a single-minded 
refusal of injustice, and a resolute allegiance to the truth of the meaning 
inherent to creation according to its very being.

20. D. C. Schindler, citing Ratzinger, explains that for the ancient Greeks, God was 
“the ultimate principle of order, and they saw nature—that is, the given intelligibil-
ity, beauty, and goodness of things—as the place wherein divine order culminates . . . 
When the Greeks called the world ‘kosmos,’ meaning ‘jewel’ or ‘ornament,’ they were 
setting into relief both this essential order and its divine provenance. Divine order, the 
presence of the gods, shines forth in the resplendent goodness that inheres in things” 
(Schindler, “Work,” 4–5). My use of the word “cosmos” presupposes this notion.

21. LS, sec. 7. This is Francis’s own paraphrase of an insight he attributes to Bene-
dict. Francis cites Benedict, “Bundestag Address.”

22. LS, sec. 6, citing Benedict, “Bolzano.” As Benedict put it on that occasion, “The 
brutal consumption of Creation begins where God is not, where matter is henceforth 
only material for us, where we ourselves are the ultimate demand, where the whole 
is merely our property and we consume it for ourselves alone. And the wasting of 
creation begins when we no longer recognize any need superior to our own, but see 
only ourselves” (see Benedict, “Bolzano,” paras. 23–25).

23. LS, secs. 1–2, 10–12, 66, 87, 91, 125, 218, 221.
24. LS, sec. 11.
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As Pope Francis warns, we mustn’t allow ourselves to stand by as 
“silent witnesses to terrible injustices” in the face of “environmental dete-
rioration . . . caused by . . . selfish lack of concern.”25 In the opening of his 
encyclical FT as well as in the opening of his encyclical LS, Pope Francis 
points to St. Francis as a figure who reminds us of the truth of who we are 
within the context of creation.26 Much of what ails the world today, we see 
in the teaching of Pope Francis, has to do with the fact that we have for-
gotten this truth. St. Francis is an icon of one who stands in relation to the 
cosmos as “a sister with whom we share our life and a beautiful mother 
who opens her arms to embrace us.”27 St. Francis models for us, then, the 
chaste alternative to the posture of possessive lust that dominates our use 
of created materiality today.

In the teaching of Francis and the two previous popes, creaturely 
existence means existence-as-gift. This means that my relationship to the 
gift and the dignity inherent to the gift has to be safeguarded by chastity, 
so as to honor the meaning of creaturely existence. Technocratic unchas-
tity, or lust, refers to a posture that does not safeguard the dignity of cre-
ation-as-gift, specifically by way of a technocratic approach to creation. 
This technocratic approach is inherently unchaste in that it “exalts the 
concept of a subject who, using logical and rational procedures, progres-
sively approaches and gains control over an external object,” to use Pope 
Francis’s description of the technocratic paradigm in LS.28 This “control” 
is a mechanistic control that refuses to bow before and collaborate with 
an external object according to its nature and meaning as gift, and rather 
manipulates it according to the lusts of the human heart disfigured by sin, 
reduced as we so often are to the falsifying category of mere consumer. In 
systemic technocracy, we turn our brothers and sisters—and we ourselves 
are turned into—mere commodities and mere consumers to consume and 
be consumed in the mechanisms of a “free” market.

Reverence for the cosmos, in the shared vision of JP2, Benedict, and 
Francis, is inseparable from reverence for truth. A commitment to truth 
includes a commitment to the correct teaching concerning the meaning 
of the cosmos. That is, a commitment to truth entails a commitment to 
a true ecology. That’s why this book dwells so extensively upon the papal 

25. LS, sec. 36.
26. FT, secs. 1–4, 48.
27. LS, sec. 1.
28. LS, sec. 106.
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trio’s commitment to truth as a key aspect of their teaching on cosmic 
chastity. Bowing our heads in submission to the truth of the meaning 
of the cosmos in the nitty-gritty details of social life is an integral aspect 
of a practically applied allegiance to the truth at large, which transcends 
my own subjectivity as an individual, and includes truth as it pertains 
directly and specifically to me in particular as a subject. 

If we look at the societal landscape through the lens of the social 
teaching of Francis and the two previous popes, the significant social 
divide, as I have already suggested in the preface, is not between liberal 
and conservative, but between technocratic lust and cosmic chastity. 
Each chapter of this book presents a particular angle on the contest in 
society today between the vice of lust on the one hand and the virtue 
of chastity on the other, each vying to gain the upper hand of allegiance 
in our hearts. Each chapter draws attention to this contest by zeroing 
in on particular aspects of cosmic chastity as alternatives to particular 
aspects of technocratic lust. Each chapter allows JP2, Benedict, or Francis 
(and some chapters combine two or all three of them) to take the lead by 
way of their ethical social teaching and integral theological vision and 
spirituality.

Part 1 of this book, consisting of chapters 1–3, presents the frame-
work of the theologically rooted social teaching of the papal trio, zero-
ing in on the role of truth, justice, and charity29 in relation to marriage, 
family, and Christian vocation at large as the primary context in which 
chaste love is to be lived out in society. Chaste love is primarily expressed 
by way of self-gift in the context of family life. Self-gift in family life is 
an integral aspect of humanity’s overall vocation within the cosmos as 
liturgists leading all creatures in a song of universal praise to the Cre-
ator. In chapter 1, I present the papal trio’s song of cosmic chastity in 
opposition to the din of technocratic lust by way of presenting JP2’s and 
Benedict’s vision of justice and charity rooted in truth over and against 
technocratic lust’s inherent falsehood, injustice, and failure in charity. 
Chapter 2 presents Francis’s call to vocational commitment, particularly 
his call for young adults today to take the risk of marrying and having 
children. I present Francis’s vision of family as the locus point in society 
for the exercise of the very notions of justice and charity rooted in truth, 
in opposition to the fear of commitment so prevalent in the hearts of 
young men and women raised in the shadow of relativism’s regime. It is 

29. In this book, the terms “love” and “charity” are used interchangeably.
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this regime of relativism that makes up the conditions for the festering 
of the technocratic rationale in the hearts of young adults who, though 
called to give themselves away in the form of a definitive vocational com-
mitment, have become de-capacitated in their ability to do so. Chapter 
3 goes on to present the papal trio’s liturgical ontology as an alternative 
to the outlook of the culture wars and as an alternative to the endemic 
economic injustices proper to the neoliberal commercial logic.

Chapters 4–6 make up part II of this book, and keep firmly in view 
the book’s main presupposition that the real divide in society today 
is between the harmony of cosmic chastity on the one hand and the 
cacophony of technocratic lust on the other, not between liberalism and 
conservatism. The discord of technocratic lust is part of the discord of 
the culture wars, as both sides of the culture wars have been dragged into 
the rationale of technocracy, and tend to carry out these wars according 
to its dissonant reasoning. In chapter 4, I locate Benedict and Francis 
in the tradition of Henri de Lubac and Romano Guardini, who engage 
in a genre of cultural warfare altogether different from what is found in 
popular culture today. Chapter 5 presents the papal trio’s socially radical 
and distinctively Catholic song of justice and charity in economics and 
particularly, in a vision of work, while chapter 6 returns to the theme 
of vocation, i.e., Christ’s call to make a gift of ourselves—as one of the 
main acoustical features of the amphitheater of Catholic social teaching 
in which the papal trio sings, focusing on JP2’s and Francis’s reflections 
on Christ’s call to young adults in the US. In this context, we hear the har-
mony between JP2’s and Francis’s call to chaste love by way of vocational 
commitment in following Christ—precisely as social beings called to an 
utterly dispossessive love.

Part 3 of this book zeroes in on how the papal trio’s song is a song 
of truth in direct opposition to relativism, beginning with chapter 7’s 
examination of Francis’s strategically fought war on relativism’s dictator-
ship. There, we’ll hear how Francis contributes his own tenor line to the 
harmony of truth sung with JP2 and Benedict, each against relativism’s 
disharmony and discord. We continue, in chapter 8, with an examina-
tion of JP2’s and Francis’s ardent commitment to and harmony with the 
melody of moral truth, and at last end with chapter 9’s survey of Francis’s 
integral ecology and theology of marriage and family.

The notion of “cosmic chastity” as a singular term identifying the 
singular theology, ethos, and spirituality of the social-ecological “song” 
that Francis and the two previous popes “sing” initially began to take 
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shape within my heart when I encountered the notion of “cosmic tender-
ness” and “cosmic gentleness” introduced by Catherine Doherty in her 
spiritual classic, Poustinia.30 While Doherty never used the term “cosmic 
chastity,” she articulated the notion I’m getting at in her presentation of 
the Russian poustinik—a desert dweller devoted to a life of prayer and 
service31—who is animated by a love for all that is according to an ethos 
of that fruit of the Spirit, gentleness, which along with the other fruits of 
the Spirit stands in distinction from what St. Paul calls the “works of the 
flesh”—immorality, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, 
strife, jealousy, anger, selfishness, dissension, party spirit, envy, drunken-
ness, and carousing.32 The poustinik was for me, then, the initial icon of 
cosmic chastity as the notion began to take shape in my heart. The figures 
of St. Benedict and St. Francis, as presented by their papal namesakes, as 
icons of cosmic chastity—began to transpose themselves upon my heart 
along with the figure of the Russian poustinik, who beholds before his 
chaste gaze all that proceeds from the hand of God as gift.

The popes going back to Leo XIII, like Doherty, proposed the very 
notion of cosmic gentleness and tenderness in their social teaching as 
they navigate the multitude of challenges and opportunities characteris-
tic of what Doherty referred to as “our growing, changing, technological, 
urban civilization.”33 Doherty’s presentation of the poustinik, then, played 
a key role in providing the acoustical hermeneutical context in which I 
began to hear the harmony of the song of the three popes.

30. Doherty, Poustinia, 76–77. Catherine likewise connects the notion of “cosmic 
charity” with the spirituality of the poustinik (143). 

31. See Barker, “Poustinik Option.” 
32. Gal 5:19–23 RSV.
33. Doherty, Poustinia, 3.


