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MICHAEL PRABHU DECEMBER 16, 2021
How not to talk about porn as a Catholic
The news that Billie Eilish has recently opened up about how destructive early and sustained exposure to pornography was for her is an occasion to think more deeply about how we approach the topic.

https://www.catholicworldreport.com/2021/12/16/how-not-to-talk-about-porn-as-a-catholic/
Dr. Adam A.J. DeVille, December 16, 2021
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Few things are more tedious, as a Catholic, than being accused of being a Puritan the moment one opens one’s mouth to talk about pornography. Those making such claims are almost invariably ignorant of the vast artistic treasures of the Church that positively pulsate with bodily delights and erotic desires, conveying a sheer exuberance in the very physicality of human life. An incarnational ethos oozes from every corner of the fully bedecked temples of Catholicism and Orthodoxy.
Outside our temples, this proper celebration of the body continues apace in the festal culture of parishes and homes, where wine, dancing, and feasting are welcomed with zeal. Perhaps this is no more cogently summed up than in Chesterton’s famous aphorism, “Catholicism is a thick steak, a frosted stout, and a good cigar.”

If bogus accusations of Puritanism fail to find their mark when Catholics talk about pornography, then there is invariably the charge of being a hypocrite—of having no moral standing to say anything about sex in view of the widespread and endless manifestations of sexual abuse pouring out of seemingly every country on the planet. But abusus non tollit usum and all that, so let us proceed.

I have in mind the news that Billie Eilish has recently opened up about how destructive early and sustained exposure to pornography was for her. No Christian should ever for a moment crow at such news. In doing so we violate the virtue of humility, but also because it is a profoundly corrosive and entirely counter-productive strategy. Nobody wants to listen to a preacher, or convert to a faith, who are forever saying, “We told you so!”

So that is the first way Catholics should not talk about pornography: smugly and sanctimoniously. Given our myriad abuse scandals, we have no room at all for even a scintilla of smugness.

Second, we do not talk about pornography as kill-joys or neo-Puritans; as noted above, we do not shy away from exulting in properly ordered and healthy desires, which are gifts from God. Any religion that puts erotic poetry in its holy book—have you read the Song of Songs lately?—is not against the joys of embodied love.

How, then, ought we to approach this problem? There are two arguments that I think Catholics have made insufficient use of.

First, there is an argument from Catholic social teaching: the production of pornography very often involves the exploitation of vulnerable people forced into sexual trafficking, slavery, and bondage. Exploitation of the vulnerable is a heinous sin and must be decried in those terms as we work to overthrow what Pope John Paul II called structures of evil that abuse fellow human beings created, as we all are, in the image and likeness of God.
Second, we should see pornography as deeply damaging to another vulnerable population: children. An attack on the welfare of vulnerable members of society, such as children, must be regarded as an attack on the common good, which Catholic social teaching also strongly upholds.

Given the ubiquity of porn today, and the ease of access, it is not acceptable to say, “Well, they shouldn’t be accessing it. But you can’t ban adults from using it just because a few kids get hurt.”

Yes, actually, we can, and we should. We do this in other areas of life. We should do it all the more when it comes to pornography, for sexuality is a point of singular vulnerability for human beings: we are more often damaged here in ways that are notoriously difficult to heal than in most other parts of our life. Our protections here should be at least as strong as the protections that forbid children from accessing cigarettes and alcohol until they are adults.

We can share with Eilish her sense of how profoundly damaging is early and sustained exposure to pornography. My own clinical work with patients in psychotherapy, ranging in ages from 10 to 46, confirms this time and again. For this reason alone Catholics should be joining with clinicians and indeed all people of good will to get the free, widespread, and easy Internet access to pornography severely restricted if not entirely banned.
But perhaps the most compelling reason, at least in theological terms, for Catholics to stand in solidarity with Eilish and support her and others harmed by porn is that Christians are supposed to be (though too often are not) the ultimate realists: we are against pornography because it traffics in illusion, falsehood, and fantasy. We should want nothing to do with it for that reason alone. We do not wish to be imprisoned by dehumanizing fantasy and evil illusion.

To be free, then, is to live with the knowledge that what pornography portrays is at odds with the reality of embodied human beings clumsily fumbling along towards physical and emotional unity with our imperfect bodies and awkward attempts at being both attractive and vulnerable. Porn can only present an idealized image that is in fact false and deceptive. It traffics not just in human exploitation and the harm of children, but in overt and relentless lies.

As followers of the One who is truth Himself (Jn 8:32), who came to do battle with the father of lies (Jn 8: 44), and who set us free precisely for freedom (Gal 5:1), we should work to have all this enslaving, degrading, mendacious, and deeply damaging pornography banished from the commonweal of society for it is—in the terms of Catholic moral theology—an intrinsic evil, having no redeeming value. Let us have done with it so that we never again read heart-rending stories like those of Billie Eilish.
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