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Living the TOB as a Call to Holiness: 
Journey of the Interior Life  

by Christopher West 
_______________________________________________________________ 

 
Holiness is measured according to the “great mystery” in which the Bride responds with 
the gift of love to the gift of the Bridegroom.  

– John Paul II (MD 27) 
 

1. Holiness Is Incarnational 
Offer Your Bodies 
 
“Offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God” (Rom 12:1).  Christians often view 
the call to “holiness” in a disembodied way.  John Paul II makes it abundantly clear that it is “in his 
body as man or woman [that] man feels he is a subject of holiness” (TOB 19:5).  
 

1a. “[T]hrough the whole depth of their anthropological meaning, the words of Genesis 2:25 (‘Both were naked … 
but they did not feel shame’) express the fact that, together with man, holiness has entered the visible world … 
The sacrament of the world, and the sacrament of man in the world, comes from the divine source of holiness and 
is instituted, at the same time, for holiness” (TOB 19:5). 
 
1b. “Original innocence, connected with the experience of the spousal meaning of the body, is holiness itself.”  
Holiness “permits man to express himself deeply with his own body, precisely through the ‘sincere gift’ of self” 
(TOB 19:5). 

 
Holiness and the Battle with Concupiscence 
 
After the entrance of sin, “concupiscence and holiness fight each other in man” (TOB 100:7).  “Baptism 
… erases original sin and turns a man back toward God, but the consequences for nature, weakened and 
inclined to evil, persist in man and summon him to spiritual battle” (CCC 405). 

 
1c. “Christ does not invite man to return to the state of original innocence, because humanity has left it irrevocably 
behind, but he calls him to find … the living forms of the ‘new man.’ … In the ethos of the redemption of the body, 
the original ethos of creation was to be taken up anew” (TOB 49:4). 
 
1d. “The first Protestant reformers ... taught that original sin has radically perverted man and destroyed his 
freedom.” In this view, “the tendency to sin (concupiscentia) ... would be insurmountable” (CCC 406). 

 
1e. “It is important that precisely in his ‘heart’ [man] does not feel himself irrevocably accused and given up to the 
concupiscence of the flesh, but that in the same heart he feels himself called with energy … to this supreme value, 
which is love.  Called as a person … in the truth of his masculinity and femininity, in the truth of his body.  Called 
in that truth which has been his inheritance ‘from the beginning,’ the inheritance of his heart, which is deeper than 
the sinfulness inherited, deeper than the threefold concupiscence.  Christ’s words, set in the whole reality of 
creation and redemption, re-activate that deepest inheritance and give it real power in human life” (TOB 46:6). 
 
1f. Man “must learn with perseverance and consistency what the meaning of the body is, the meaning of 
femininity and masculinity.  He must learn it not only through ... abstraction (though this is needed as well), but 
above all in the sphere of the interior reactions of his own ‘heart.’  This is a ‘science’ that cannot really be learned 
only from books, because it consists primarily of deep knowledge of human interiority. [Deep in the heart] man 
learns to distinguish between what, on the one hand, makes up the manifold richness of masculinity and femininity 
in the signs that spring from their perennial call and creative attraction and what, on the other hand, bears only the 
sign of concupiscence.  And although within certain limits these ... inner movements of the heart can be confused 
with each other, ... the inner man is called by Christ to reach a more mature and complete evaluation that allows 
him to distinguish and judge the various movements of his own heart. One should add that this task can be carried 
out and that it is truly worthy of man” (TOB 48:4). 
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“Keeping the Body with Holiness and Reverence” 
 
“For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that you abstain from unchastity; that each one of you 
know how to keep his own body in holiness and reverence, not in the passion of lust like the heathens 
who do not know God” (1 Thess 4:3-5).  
 

• There are two dimensions here: that of “abstaining from unchastity” and that of “keeping one’s 
body in holiness and reverence.” These two functions of purity are closely connected and 
dependent on each other (see TOB 54:3). 
 

• One cannot control his body “in holiness and reverence” if he cannot abstain from lust and that 
which leads to it. In turn, recognition of the “holiness and reverence” due the body gives 
adequate meaning to “abstaining from unchastity.” 
 
1g. According to Thomas Aquinas, “purity consists above all in holding back the impulses of sense-desire, which 
has as its object what is bodily and sexual in man.”  St. Paul “turns our attention to another function of the virtue 
of purity ... that is more positive than negative.  The task of purity emphasized by the author of [1 Thess] is not 
only (and not so much) abstaining ... from ‘lustful passions,’ but, at the same time, keeping one’s body and 
indirectly that of the other, in ‘holiness and reverence’” (TOB 54:2-3). 
 
1h. “The reverence born in man for everything bodily and sexual, in himself and in every other human being … 
turns out to be the most essential power for keeping the body ‘with holiness’” (TOB 54:4). 
 
1i. The “reverence” to which we are called “is nothing other than a spiritually mature form of that reciprocal 
fascination ... of the man for femininity and of the woman for masculinity … The spiritual maturity of this 
fascination is nothing but the fruit born of the gift of fear, one of the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit” (TOB 117b:4). 
 
1j. “In mature purity, man enjoys the fruits of victory over concupiscence, a victory of which St. Paul writes, 
exhorting man to ‘control his own body in holiness and honor’ (1 Thes 4:4).”  He enjoys the “efficaciousness of 
the gift of the Holy Spirit” who restores to his experience of the body “all its simplicity, its lucid clarity, and also 
its interior joy” (TOB 58:7). 

 

2. The Journey of the Interior Life 
 
We’re All Called to the “Mystical Life” 
 
The journey of the interior life is the journey of the “mystical life.” Fr. Jacques Philippe writes: “The call 
to … the mystical life, to union with God in prayer, is as universal as the call to holiness” (TFG, p. 13). 

2a. “Spiritual progress tends toward ever more intimate union with Christ. This union is called ‘mystical’ because 
it participates in the mystery of Christ through the sacraments ... and, in him, in the mystery of the Holy Trinity. 
God calls us all to this intimate union with him, even if the special graces or extraordinary signs of this mystical 
life are granted only to some for the sake of manifesting the gratuitous gift given to all” (CCC 2014). 
 
2b. “Against those who dismiss St. John of the Cross as preoccupied with … mystical phenomena that are 
irrelevant for ordinary believers,” at the core of John Paul II vision is the belief “that St. John of the Cross’s 
teachings concern the normal development of the supernatural life of faith and love” (Waldstein, TOB, p. 87). 
 
2c. “Christ’s victory over evil is given to us ... as a task.  We accept that task as we set out upon the way of the 
interior life, working consciously on ourselves – with Christ as our Teacher … The call ‘Follow me!’ is an 
invitation to set along the path … indicated by the teaching, so often found in the writings on the interior life and 
on mystical experience, about the three stages involved in ‘following Christ.’ ...We speak of the purgative way, the 
illuminative way, and the unitive way.  In reality, these are not three distinct ways, but three aspects of the same 
way, along which Christ calls everyone, as he once called the young man in the Gospel.” (MI, p. 27). 
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The Purgative Way 
 
This first stage involves the firm resolve to cooperate with grace in following God’s commandments, 
despite the rebellion of our fallen nature.  It demands a firm commitment of the will to what is good and 
a willingness to be “purged” of disordered desires and attractions. 

 
2d. “Observance of the commandments … is synonymous with the purgative way: it means conquering sin, moral 
evil in its various guises.  And this leads to gradual inner purification.  It also enables us to discover values.  And 
hence we conclude that the purgative way leads organically into the illuminative way” (MI, p. 28). 

 
The Illuminative Way 
 
In the illuminative stage, God’s light “illuminates” our lives so that we come to see reality ever more 
clearly.  We come inwardly to value that which God values and desire that which God desires. 

 
2e. “Values are lights which illuminate existence and, as we work on our lives, they shine ever more brightly on 
the horizon.  So side by side with observance of the commandments – which has an essentially purgative meaning 
– we develop virtues.  For example, in observing … the commandment: ‘You shall not commit adultery!’ we 
acquire the virtue of purity, and this means that we come to an ever greater awareness of the gratuitous beauty of 
the human body, of masculinity and femininity.  This gratuitous beauty becomes a light for our actions” (MI, pp. 
28-29). 
 
2f. “So the illuminative stage in the interior life emerges gradually from the purgative stage.  With the passage of 
time, if we persevere in following Christ our Teacher, we feel less and less burdened by the struggle against sin, 
and we enjoy more and more the divine light which pervades all creation.  This is most important, because it 
allows us to escape from a situation of constant inner exposure to the risk of sin – even though, on this earth, the 
risk always remains present to some degree – so as to move with ever greater freedom within the whole created 
world.  This same freedom and simplicity characterizes our relations with other human beings, including those of 
the opposite sex.  Interior light illumines our actions and shows us all the good in the created world as coming 
from the hand of God” (MI, p. 29). 

 
The Unitive Way 
 
If the purgative and illuminative stages represent a kind of “betrothal” of our lives to God – the 
beginning and maturing of a divine love affair – this final stage represents the consummation of the 
marriage, the fullest expression of union with God possible in this life. 
 

2g. “This spiritual marriage is incomparably greater than the spiritual betrothal, for it is a total transformation in 
the Beloved, in which each surrenders the entire possession of self to the other with a certain consummation of the 
union of love.  The soul thereby becomes divine, God through participation, insofar as is possible in this life....  
Just as in the consummation of carnal marriage there are two in one flesh, as Sacred Scripture points out (Gen 
2:24), so also when the spiritual marriage between God and the soul is consummated, there are two natures in one 
spirit and love” (St. John of the Cross, Commentary on stanza 22:3 of the Spiritual Canticle, see TOB, p. 31). 
 
2h. “Thus the purgative way and then the illuminative way form the organic introduction to what is known as the 
unitive way.  This is the final stage of the interior journey, when the soul experiences a special union with God.  
This union is realized in contemplation of the divine Being and in the experience of love which flows from it with 
growing intensity.  In this way we somehow anticipate what is destined to be ours in eternity, beyond death and the 
grave.  Christ, supreme Teacher of the spiritual life, together with all those who have been formed in his school, 
teaches that even in this life we can enter onto the path of union with God” (MI, pp. 29-30). 
 
2i. To the degree that we enter this unitive way we “can find God in everything, we can commune with him in and 
through all things.  Created things cease to be a danger for us as once they were, particularly while we were still at 
the purgative stage of our journey.  Creation, and other people in particular, not only regain their true light, given 
to them by God the Creator, but, so to speak, they lead us to God himself, in the way that he willed to reveal 
himself to us: as Father, Redeemer, and Spouse” (MI, p. 30). 
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3. Infallible and Indispensable Means 
 
John Paul II spoke of three “infallible and indispensable” means for living the TOB as a genuine call to 
holiness  (see TOB 126:5).  
 

1. We must implore God for the power to live it in prayer. 
2. We must draw grace and love from the ever-living fountain of the Eucharist. 
3. We must humbly persevere in overcoming sins and faults in the sacrament of Penance. 

 
3a. “The sacraments infuse holiness into the terrain of man’s humanity: they penetrate the soul and body, the 
femininity and masculinity of the personal subject, with the power of holiness” (TOB 117b:2). 
 
3b. In the life of prayer, we “let our masks fall and turn our hearts back to the Lord who loves us, so as to hand 
ourselves over to him as an offering to be purified and transformed” (CCC 2711). 
 
3c. “The great mystical tradition of the Church... shows how prayer can progress, as a genuine dialogue of love, to 
the point of rendering the person wholly possessed by the divine Beloved, vibrating at the Spirit’s touch, resting 
filially [as a son or daughter] within the Father’s heart.  This is ... a journey totally sustained by grace, which 
nonetheless demands an intense spiritual commitment and is no stranger to painful purifications (the ‘dark night’).  
But it leads, in various possible ways, to the ineffable joy experienced by the mystics as ‘nuptial union.’  How can 
we forget here, among the many shining examples, the teachings of St. John of the Cross and St. Teresa of Avila?” 
(NMI 33). 
 
3d. “The Eucharist is the... sacrament of the Bridegroom and of the Bride.”  Christ, “in instituting the Eucharist ... 
thereby wished to express the relationship between man and woman, between what is ‘feminine’ and what is 
‘masculine.’  It is a relationship willed by God in both the mystery of creation and in the mystery of Redemption” 
(MD 26). 
 
3e. “Without being strictly necessary, confession of everyday faults (venial sins) is nevertheless strongly 
recommended by the Church.  Indeed the regular confession of our venial sins helps us form our conscience, fight 
against evil tendencies, let ourselves be healed by Christ and progress in the life of the Spirit” (CCC 1458). 

 
In light of John Paul II’s papal motto – Totus Tuus (I’m totally yours, Mary) – we can add a fourth 
“infallible” means for living as the men and women we’re created to be: We must entrust the entirety of 
our lives to be formed in Mary, where Christ himself was formed. 
 

3f. “A sculptor has two ways of making a statue.  He may carve it ... [or] he may cast it in a mold.  An unhappy 
blow of the hammer or a slip of the chisel ... may destroy the carver’s work ... Casting in a mold requires little 
work, little time, little expense.  And if the mold be perfect ... it forms the desired figure quickly, easily, and gently 
– provided the material used does not resist the operation.  Mary, the great and unique mold of God, was made by 
the Holy Spirit to form the God-man, the man-God.  In this mold, none of the features of the Godhead is missing.  
Therefore, whosoever is cast into it, and yields himself to the molding, receives all the features of Jesus Christ” 
(St. Louis de Montfort, The Secret of Mary). 

 
 
 
 

______________________________ 
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