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Dear Postulants and Professed members, 

This month’s letter continues where we left off in December, commenting on our 3rd Order SSPX rule. 

 ‘Abstinence from television and from any indecent reading, and the practice of sobriety’:  

What is indecent reading? Our English word ‘indecent’ comes from the Latin verb decere which means ‘to be fitting, proper or 

becoming’. Our word ‘decoration’ keeps this original sense of ‘becomingness’, and it is in this sense that the writer of Psalm 92 
cries out to God regarding the holiness of His Temple that Domum tuam decet sanctitudo, Domine!, which is Latin for 
‘Holiness becometh Thy house, O Lord!’.  

With regard to the temple of our own body St Paul writes to St Timothy that his female parishioners should be dressing “in 
decent apparel, adorning themselves with modesty and sobriety” (II Tim 2:9). 

For most of us, ‘indecent reading’ is probably synonymous with immoral or impure reading which endangers chastity. Just as 
for images (see last 3rd Order letter), so also the mere printed word has an immense power of influence in the domain of 
purity. Moreover, no one would doubt that the guarding of our chastity was prominent in the Archbishop’s mind when he 
wrote this line of our Rule. After all, the Church hierarchy and her Saints were always unanimous: if we are to be pure in mind 
and body, we must be extremely careful what we read.  

When we consider the devastation done to moral purity in our age of mass colour printing and photography, the danger 

presented by mere black-and-white words may seem to pale in comparison. But the humble word has always been a power to 
be reckoned with, especially once the printing press was invented in the mid 1400’s.  

But the most profound and lasting effects of the written word have not been in the area of purity but in that of ideas. For 

example, witness the incalculable good done by the written words of St Thomas Aquinas, whose 5-volume Summa Theologiae 
alone has nourished the minds and hearts of hundreds of thousands of Catholic priests for 700 years. Whereas on the down 
side of the printed word, consider the millions of Catholics lost to the Protestant Revolution due to the many anti-Catholic 
pamphlets of Protestant heresiarchs. St James called the tongue “a fire, a world of iniquity: by it we bless God and the Father, 
and by it we curse men who are made after the likeness of God” (3:6). Well, the written word of the pen is no less fiery than 
the spoken word of our tongue in effecting great good or great evil. 

So while it is undeniable that we must be vigilant lest the written word taint our chastity, we must be no less on our guard 

against reading which threatens the deeper levels of our soul, attacking our mind and will more directly. Besides purity then, 
what kind of ‘indecent reading’ is likely to threaten the minds and hearts of our 3rd Order members?  

I have often been asked whether Catholics are allowed to read books written by non-Catholics. They do not of course mean 

books of a practical nature like ‘Italian Cooking’ or ‘French for Dummies’. Obviously our life would come to a standstill if only 
the words of Catholic authors could be viewed. Rather, they mean books of an inherently religious nature, works which touch 
upon the deeper levels of the human soul wherein our Faith resides. Should we categorise as ‘indecent reading’ whatever non-
Catholics write upon what we might call ‘soul subjects’? For example, do we need proof that Shakespeare was a good 
practising Catholic before we study his plays which inevitably influence the hearts and minds of their readers? Are we allowed 
to study the literature of the Protestant writer Charles Dickens? Can we read The Hobbit but not The Chronicles of Narnia 
because whereas Tolkien was Catholic C.S. Lewis was not? What about books giving parental or courtship advice written by 
Protestants or even non-Christians? 

For 2000 years Holy Mother the Church has used an unchanging standard in judging the value of the written word. Is this 

standard the religious affiliation of the author? What about their moral qualities? None of these. In the latter case, we should 
note that the only one permitted to judge the morality of the motives of another person in the Church is the priest in the 
confessional (and even then it is based on the penitent’s own admission of guilt). Ecclesia de internis non judicat, which is 
Latin for ‘The Church makes no judgments about inner intentions’. What does she judge about these written works, then? 

Essentially, the Church checks what the words contain in the area of Truth and Goodness. Even when the ‘Index of Forbidden 

Books’ was functioning before the 1960’s, books were not prohibited based on who the author was, but upon the content. That 
is, the question was whether the books or passages offered true and good objects to the mind and heart of the reader. If they 
did, the Church did not prohibit their reading. She has even positively encouraged the reading of many words written by non-
Catholics! Let us see some examples.  



Who could deny the potential of beautiful poetry and prose to form the human soul? And yet, the very bread and butter of 

English Literature as taught in Catholic schools (often by religious) for hundreds of years has been the plays of whom? William 
Shakespeare, about whose person we know very little. The lack of solid evidence that he was a Catholic was never an obstacle 
to studying his plays. Why not? It is because the plays are brimming with truth, goodness and beauty.  

The very Summa mentioned above was requested of St Thomas by the Pope himself, and for what reason? Precisely to see if 
the thought of the pagan philosopher Aristotle could be harmonized with Revelation! On almost every page of his Summa the 
Angelic Doctor quotes with approval the insights of Aristotle to show the reasonableness of Catholic doctrine.   

What about the truths uttered by not just non-Catholics, but vicious anti-Catholics? When the atheist philosopher and ultimate 

suicide Friedrich Nietzsche wisely wrote that feminism is actually the masculinisation of women, or that ‘woman’s influence has 
decreased in the very proportion that her rights and pretensions have increased’, this insightful truth is no less worthy of 
quotation because of who said it.1 And what about the prophecy of the wicked High Priest Caiaphas that “it is expedient for 
you that one man should die for the people, and that the whole nation perish not” (John 11:50)? St John immediately adds for 
the reader’s information that “this he spoke not of himself: but being the high priest of that year, he prophesied” (John 11:50-
51). If Caiaphas can prophesy truth as moved by the Holy Spirit, can we deny this power to anyone else? 

The best answer to this whole question is given by St Thomas in his Commentary on one of St Paul’s epistles. St Paul quotes 
pagan poets on no less than four occasions in his New Testament letters. In commenting then on one of these quotations by 
St Paul, the Angelic Doctor writes that ‘One...accepts the truth wherever he finds it. This is why Paul, on several occasions, 
refers to the sayings of pagans. It does not follow that all their teaching is approved, but that what is good is drawn out and 
retained. For truth comes from the Holy Spirit, no matter who speaks it’ (emphasis mine). 

In summary, if the printed word provides truth, goodness and beauty, we may profit from reading it. 

After impure reading, what kind of ‘indecent reading’ really represents the most pressing danger to Traditional Catholics? 

I fear it is the News. What sort of News? The latest doings and sayings of churchmen.  

Any group striving to hold to an ideal has its own special hazards. Those heavily into bodily fitness must beware they do not 

neglect the needs of their soul. Catholics who have Sacred Tradition can easily neglect Sacred Scripture. Catholics can also 
become so dependent upon “those things that appear” (E.g. vestments, rosaries, etc.) that they forget that “the Lord 
beholdeth the heart” (I Kings 16:7).  

Now as Traditional Catholics, we have hazards and ‘blind spots’ against which we have to guard. One of our most important 
stances has been vigilant against novelty. And rightly so. From the ‘New Mass’ to the ‘New Evangelization’, barely a thread of 
the Church’s outer garment has not been made novel and new.  

But while we are guarding against the entrance of novelties in doctrine and liturgy, are we just as vigilant against the novelty 

of News? There is great irony here. I am not of course talking about keeping moderately up to date with what prominent 
people are saying and doing in the Church, which is a duty. Rather, I mean 1) excessive interest in it, but much worse, 2) the 
reading and spreading of intention-judging commentaries and reflections about prominent churchmen. Both the first category, 
but especially the second, constitute a type of ‘indecent reading’ that effects at best a distraction from one’s spiritual life and 
at worst a severe wounding or even killing of it. 

Are we aware, for example, that to accuse anyone, let alone a priest of God, of being ‘a liar’ is a sin? We may call what they 

say ‘untrue’ if we believe it to be so, which is only a statement about the words themselves. But to accuse them of lying is to 
attribute sin to their soul, which, as noted above, only the priest may do in the confessional on the penitent’s own admission. 
Let us be very clear that only Our Lord Jesus Christ may sinlessly attribute sin to other people: “Inwardly you are full of 
hypocrisy and iniquity” (Matt 23:28). 

To conclude, it has been cleverly said that we Catholics should not be reading The Times, but The Eternities. That is, let us 

avoid novelties and new things as much as we possibly can, having our spiritual gaze directed not to things that are new 
today and old tomorrow, but to timeless and eternal truth, beauty and goodness. May our ability to read the written word be 
used primarily for the inspired Word of God found in Sacred Scripture, especially the Gospels. 

 

Fr Jordie Stephens, Spiritual Director of the Third Order of SSPX for Australia 

                                                           
1 Quoted by Catholic philosopher Alice von Hildebrand in her profound little book Man and Woman: A Divine Invention, p.25. 


