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In reflecting upon one of the Holy Father’s encyclicals, it is often helpful to consider ways in which other material that he has written bears on the encyclical.  Doing so deepens one’s appreciation of both the encyclical and the other texts.  In what follows, I will carry out a project of this sort.  I will focus on the encyclical Mulieris Dignitatem
 and discuss some ways in which the Letter of His Holiness Pope John Paul II to Artists bears on Mulieris Dignitatem.  


The English translation of Mulieris Dignitatem is “On the Dignity and Vocation of Women.”  However, as we might expect, Mulieris Dignitatem leads us to think about both genders: the similarities and differences between them as well as their relationship to one another.  Indeed, some of the most central points in Mulieris Dignitatem  pertain equally to both men and women.  For instance, throughout the encyclical, John Paul II conveys the idea that the distinction between male and female is a deep and important distinction rather than a merely superficial one.
  In other words, males and females are significantly different, and the distinction between the genders calls for serious reflection about the nature of humanity and the meaning of human life.  The Holy Father observes the importance of “understanding the reason for and the consequences of the Creator’s decision that the human being should always and only exist as a woman or a man.”
  He also makes much use of the idea of complementarity: men and women complement one another in many ways.  One clear example of complementarity is that between husband and wife.  However, the notion of complementarity applies not only to married couples, but to all humans: “In the sphere of what is “human” - of what is humanly personal - “masculinity” and “femininity” are distinct, yet at the same time they complete and explain each other.”


Mulieris Dignitatem leads us to reflect seriously and carefully upon questions such as the following:  In what, exactly, does being female consist?  In what, exactly, does being male consist?  What is the nature of complementarity between men and women?  Of course, we can offer many comments in responding to these questions.  There are obviously important biological differences between men and women, and the fact that only women give birth is certainly an important fact.  In the course of addressing the questions, we can also think about qualities that seem to be closely associated with women and qualities that seem to be closely associated with men; the holy father notes several qualities of these sorts.
  However, after much reflection, we may well come to the conclusion that (at least during the earthly life) we are not in a position to give complete, fully adequate answers to our central questions about what it is to be a man, what it is to be a woman, and the nature of complementarity between men and women.  In other words, it seems that our limited intellects may presently be unable to formulate definitions that completely capture what it is to be a man, what it is to be a woman, and the nature of male-female complementarity.  Perhaps, there is something fundamentally mysterious in regard to the two ways of being human and in regard to the nature of complementarity between men and women; perhaps we will never possess a full and complete understanding of the male, the female, and complementarity.  


This point about mystery in connection with the distinction between male and female and in connection with male-female complementarity is suggested by some of the Holy Father’s comments in Mulieris Dignitatem.  For example, in his conclusion he writes, “During the Marian Year the Church desires to give thanks to the Most Holy Trinity for the “mystery of woman” and for every woman...”
  Later, we read: “Meditating on the biblical mystery of the “woman,” the Church prays that in this mystery all women may discover themselves and their ‘supreme vocation.’ ”
  Given that we do not possess complete, fully adequate answers to questions such as “What is it to be a man?”, “What is it to be a woman”, and “What is the nature of complementarity?”, we might wonder: How can we can gain further insight?  Even if our intellects are limited in such a way that we will never have a perfect understanding of the male, the female, and complementarity, it makes sense to try to deepen our understanding as much as possible, and, at the edge of our understanding, when we confront the mysterious, we can recognize this with humility.


Early in Mulieris Dignitatem, John Paul II indicates a way in which we might gain further insight.  He highlights a recommendation given by the members of the October 1987 Assembly of the Synod of Bishops.  In his words, 

One of their recommendations was for a further study of the anthropological and theological bases that are needed in order to solve the problems connected with the meaning and dignity of being a woman and of being a man.  It is a question of understanding the reason for and the consequences of the Creator’s decision that the human being should always and only exist as a woman or as a man.

So, one way in which we can deepen our understanding of gender and complementarity is to engage in further study: research and intellectual reflection.


Of course, we wouldn’t want to overlook other important sources of understanding and insight in regard to gender and complementarity.  Here, I will focus on art as such a source of understanding and insight.  


The Holy Father’s Letter of His Holiness Pope John Paul II to Artists
 suggests that art can give us significant insights, deepening our understanding of important aspects of reality.  For instance, he writes that “every genuine art form in its own way is a path to the inmost reality of man and of the world.”
  John Paul II speaks at length about art as a source of religious insight and experience.  He writes that the knowledge conferred by faith “can be enriched by artistic intuition,”
 and that “art remains a kind of bridge to religious experience.”
  He draws on the words of the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council in saying, “Thanks also to the help of artists ‘the knowledge of God can be better revealed and the preaching of the Gospel can become clearer to the human mind.’”
  This comment suggests that art is not simply an aid to understanding; we need art if we are to understand reality as deeply as possible.  The following passage further illustrates the need for art.

In order to communicate the message entrusted to her by Christ, the Church needs art.  Art must make perceptible, and as far as possible attractive, the world of the spirit, of the invisible, of God.  It must therefore translate into meaningful terms that which is in itself ineffable.  Art has a unique capacity to take one or other facet of the message and translate it into colours, shapes, and sounds which nourish the intuition of those who look or listen.  It does so without emptying the message itself of its transcendent value and its aura of mystery.

A particularly striking aspect of this passage is the suggestion that one way in which art deepens our understanding is by helping us to better grasp aspects of reality that are, at least to us, ultimately mysterious.  Indeed, the Holy Father suggests that art may offer such insight to theists and nontheists alike: “But for everyone, believers or not, the works of art inspired by Scripture remain a reflection of the unfathomable mystery which engulfs and inhabits the world.”


At this point, we have seen that works of art can deepen our understanding of fundamental aspects of reality and give us insight regarding that which is ultimately mysterious.
  Might art be a source of insight and understanding with respect to our questions about what it is to be male, what it is to be female, and the nature of male-female complementarity?   The Letter to Artists give us reason to answer in the affirmative.  Though the Holy Father does not discuss gender at length in the Letter to Artists, he does observe that works of art can significantly deepen our understanding of the nature of humanity.  Given that gender is such a central feature of humanity, as we saw earlier, it seems natural to infer that works of art may deepen our understanding of gender and complementarity.


I will further support this point by setting out some passages in which John Paul II comments on the instructive capacity of art in regard to the nature of the human person.  In discussing the current relationship between art and the Church, he remarks that the partnership between the two “has been a great boon for an understanding of man, of the authentic image and truth of the person.”
  He also conveys to the reader that art teaches us about humanity in quoting the words of the Fathers of the Second Vatican Council, who said that the arts 

seek to probe the true nature of man, his problems and experiences, as he strives to know and perfect himself and the world, to discover his place in history and the universe, to portray his miseries and joys, his needs and strengths, with a view to a better future.

Finally, the Holy Father suggests that works of art can lead us to explore “the mystery of man.”  In addressing Christian artists, he remarks that “you are invited to use your creative intuition to enter into the heart of the mystery of the Incarnate God and at the same time into the mystery of man.”


In speaking of “the mystery of man,” John Paul II reminds us that there is much we do not know about what it is to be human, and he repeatedly suggests that works of art can enrich our understanding of the nature of humanity.  Given that gender and complementarity are fundamental in regard to humanity, it is natural to think that works of art can be helpful sources of insight as we seek to more deeply understand what it is to be male, what it is to be female, and the nature of complementarity.  When we focus on particular works of art, we may be all the more convinced that art can teach us much about the male, the female, and complementarity.


There are numerous examples we could consider.  Depictions of the Madonna and Child are obvious places to start.  In Mulieris Dignitatem, John Paul II makes it clear that womanhood is perfectly exemplified by Mary
, and his closing comments in the Letter to Artists include the following: 

May the Blessed Virgin Mary be with you always: she is the “tota pulchra” portrayed by countless artists, whom Dante contemplates among the splendours of Paradise as “beauty that was joy in the eyes of all the other saints.”

Just as Mary is the perfect woman, Christ is the “true man,”:


The Bridegroom - the Son consubstantial with the Father of God - became the Son of Mary; he became the “son of man,” true man, a male. ...  Precisely because Christ’s divine love is the love of a Bridegroom, it is the model and pattern of all human love, men’s love in particular.

Surely, artistic depictions of the Madonna and Child - the true female and the true male - can give us significant insights concerning the female, the male, and male-female complementarity.


In addition to the visual arts, music is another rich source of insight.  We could focus on a number of particular examples of music offering insight concerning gender and complementarity; one nice example is Handel’s oratorio, the Messiah.
  In listening to the Messiah, we hear biblical versus expressed musically, articulated by human voices: male voices and female voices.  For example, soon after we hear a soprano voice sing “I know that my Redeemer liveth,” we hear a bass voice sing, “Behold, I tell you a mystery,” and just after that, we hear the alto-tenor duet, “O death, where is thy sting?”   In choruses such as the Hallelujah Chorus, the male and female voices join together in glorious harmony - a beautiful example of complementarity.  In listening to the Messiah, in hearing the male and female voices, now separate, now together, we may enrich our intuitive understanding of the male, the female, and male-female complementarity.



Other artistic sources of insight concerning gender and complementarity abound.  One could reflect upon the characters in Shakespeare’s plays; one could read the novels of Jane Austin and Fyodor Dostoevsky; one could attend performances of Chekhov’s plays; one could attend various operas, ballets, and films.  Of course, gender is not a central aspect of every work of art, but the distinction between male and female is present in a great many artistic productions.  This is not surprising, given that human artists are men and women, and that our art often reflects our experience of the world.  As John Paul II comments, “The history of art, therefore, is not only a story of works produced but also a story of men and women.”


In conclusion, when we ask questions such as, “What is it to be male, what is it to be female, and what is the nature of male-female complementarity?”, works of art offer rich sources of insight and understanding.  Upon appreciating works of art, we may not be able to fully articulate how our understanding has deepened and we may not be able to capture our insights in words, but the insights are present nonetheless; art deepens and enriches our awareness of fundamental aspects of reality.  Upon encountering a great work of art, one can always ask: What can this work of art teach me, if I pay close attention?  What does it convey about the human condition and the nature of reality?  How can it bring me closer to God?

	� Throughout this paper, in making references to this encyclical, I will use the pagination provided by the following publication: On the Dignity and Vocation of Women: Mulieris Dignitatem (Boston: Pauline Books and Media, 1988).


	� For some passages that contain particularly clear illustrations of this point see pages 79-88 of Mulieris Dignitatem.  Laura Garcia brings out this point as well in a set of helpful comments on Mulieris Dignitatem.  In setting out key points in the encyclical, she writes: “Gender is a central feature of human nature; it is intended by God and is not merely accidental or insignificant.”  


	� Mulieris Dignitatem, p. 11.  On page 3 below, I will provide a bit more context for this remark and set out the passage in which it appears.


	� Mulieris Dignitatem, p. 87.  The italics are present in the encyclical.


	� For example, see Mulieris Dignitatem, pages 57, 61, 63, 66, 68-9, 87.  


	� Mulieris Dignitatem, p. 103.  The italics are present in the text.


	� Mulieris Dignitatem , p. 105.


	� Mulieris Dignitatem, pp. 10-11.


	� John Paul II’s Letter to Artists is available on the Vatican website.  The address is: http:/www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/letters/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_23041999_artists_en.html.


	� Letter to Artists, section 6, paragraph 5.


	� Letter to Artists, section 6, paragraph 3.  This passage is drawn from the following sentences: “The knowledge conferred by faith is of a different kind: it presupposes a personal encounter with God in Jesus Christ.  Yet this knowledge too can be enriched by artistic intuition.”


	� Letter to Artists, section 10, paragraph 2.  This passage occurs in the following sentence: “Even beyond its typically religious expressions, true art has a close affinity with the world of faith, so that, even in situations where culture and the Church are far apart, art remains a kind of bridge to religious experience.”


	� Letter to Artists, section 11, paragraph 2.  Just after making this point, the holy father makes a similar point in saying: “In this light, it comes as no surprise when Father Marie Dominique Chenu claims that the work of the historian of theology would be incomplete if he failed to give due attention to works of art, both literary and figurative, which are in their own way ‘not only aesthetic representations, but genuine ‘sources’ of theology.’ ”


	� Letter to Artists, section 12, paragraph 1.


	� Letter to Artists, section 5, paragraph 4.


	� Of course, I do not mean to suggest that all works of art are, necessarily, spiritually helpful.  There is a lot of plausibility in the view that art is powerful and that some “artistic productions,” experienced under certain conditions, can be spiritually detrimental.


	� Letter to Artists, section 13, paragraph 2.


	� Letter to Artists, section 11, paragraph 1.  John Paul II quotes this passage from the Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et Spes, No. 62.


	� Letter to Artists, section 14, paragraph 1.  This passage is situated within the following sentence: “I appeal especially to you, Christian artists: I wish to remind each of you that, beyond functional considerations, the close alliance that has always existed between the Gospel and art means that you are invited to use your creative intuition to enter into the heart of the mystery of the Incarnate God and at the same time into the mystery of man.” 


	� See, for example, pages 20-21, 45, 67, and 77-78.


	� Letter to Artists, section 16, paragraph 6.


	� Mulieris Dignitatem, p. 87-8.


	� As Karl Haas tells us in his book Inside Music, “Handel completed the monumental score of Messiah in the incredibly short span of twenty-five days, foregoing food and sleep at times and hardly ever leaving his rooms.  We are told that upon completion of the famous “Hallelujah Chorus,” he told an assistant, ‘I did think I did see all Heaven before me - and the great God himself!’ ”   See Inside Music (New York: Anchor Books, 1984), p. 251.


	� Letter to Artists, section 2, paragraph 3. 










