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 The situation in France in the 19th Century was horrible.  In many areas of France, 
the people were totally lacking in both faith and morals.  People were not getting married… they 
missed Mass, worked on Sundays and had the habit of blaspheming.  Drunkenness was common.  
There was even the widespread worshipping of a false ‘goddess of reason’.   The inhabitants of 
many regions in France were pagans in practice, and there was little faith left, if any at all.  In the 
mentality of the time, the world held the foremost place before God.  It was to this village that a 
parish priest was sent to return these people from absolute paganism.  Now, of all the things that 
this priest could have preached about in this pagan society, and he preached on many issues, it can 
seem remarkable to us that he focused in especially on one.  It may surprise us how much of this 
priest’s energies (in this absolutely pagan society) were devoted to preaching against dances.  This 
priest was later named the patron saint of parish priests by Pope Pius XI – the saint who we know 
as St John Vianney, the Cure of Ars.   

What is the Church’s official position on dances?  Believe it or not, the Church does 
have an official position on it, it even addresses America by name in a decree on the issue, and you 
can find it today on the Vatican’s website.  (I accessed it yesterday – it’s there.)  On March 31, 
1916 a decree of the Vatican (the Sacred Consistorial Congregation, with the approval of Benedict 
XV), decreed as follows: 
  “In the century just passed, in the states of North America, the custom began whereby 
Catholic families would gather at dances… The reason and justification for this was given that 
Catholics might get to know each other and be united more intimately in the bonds of charity and 
love, and at the same time they would serve as a fundraiser for some pious works.”  The decree 
went on to say that “all priests… and other clerics (that means seminarians) are absolutely forbidden 
from promoting and supporting dances, even if they are held to aid pious works or for some other holy 
purpose.  Moreover, all clerics (that is, priests and tonsured seminarians) are forbidden to attend 
such dances, should they be given by lay people.”  A.A.S., 8 (1916), p. 149 
(http://w w w .vatican.va/archive/aas/documents/AAS%2008%20[1916]%20-%20ocr.pdf, accessed May 31, 
2014) 
  A year after this decree came out, an American bishop, pushed the issue by asking the 
Vatican: "Are dances given in the daytime, or at night but not protracted to a late hour, or not 
accompanied by a dinner, but conducted in the manner commonly called a picnic, included in the 
condemnation of March 31, 1916?"  The reply, dated December 10, 1917, and again approved by 
the Pope himself, stated that yes, such dances, even if done during the daytime or at a picnic are 
indeed included in the Vatican’s condemnation.  (Notice – the Vatican’s condemnation – this isn’t 
a priest imposing his own idea of what is moral and foisting it on his parish.)  As a result, all priests 
are forbidden from promoting or supporting dances, even in the circumstances mentioned (that is, even if 
it is a church fundraiser), and priests and seminarians are forbidden to attend them if they are 
promoted by others.  In other words, even if done for a church fundraiser… even if done at a 
picnic, and not protracted into the late hours of the night, dances cannot be supported by the 
Church [AAS, X (1918), 17 (http://w w w .vatican.va/archive/aas/documents/AAS%2010%20[1918]%20-
%20ocr.pdf, accessed May 31, 2014)].  But the Pope wouldn’t forbid priests from supporting dances 
if there were not moral issues with them. 
  Now, what is the moral issue here?  The moral problem is unmarried young men and 
women dancing together in bodily contact, though the Vatican decree did not even make this 
distinction.  Married couples dancing with their own spouses is not a moral issue, but the unmarried 
morally cannot have a part in dances that have bodily contact.  Most sins begin with an image in the 
imagination – bad thoughts – have you ever had a bad thought that was hard to push away?  When 
there is also a physical image before the eyes, sin is even more likely.  And when one can touch and 
handle that physical image, sin is very likely.  This is what happens in dancing. 
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  Now, there is a ban on priests promoting, attending or supporting any dances.  Are there 
decrees against the laity partaking in dances?  The First 3 Councils of Baltimore and the 10th 
Council protest against dances.  The Second Council of Baltimore (1868) says: "We consider it to be 
our duty to warn our people against those amusements which may easily become to them an 
occasion of sin, and especially against those fashionable dances, which, as at present carried on… 
are fraught with the greatest dangers to morals."  Keep in mind ‘those fashionable dances’ were 
waltzes – dances that required bodily contact. 
  In a New York Times article dated June 16, 1916, which you can still read on the internet, 
the headline reads, “Pope’s Dancing Ban Sent to Churches”.  The article opens, “Dancing has been 
forbidden at all Catholic entertainments.”  In New York, Cardinal Farley had the priests of his 
diocese read the decree from every pulpit.  The Cardinal’s letter promulgating the ban on dances 
noted the growing tendency in our day toward the material at the expense of the spiritual.  “The 
[Vatican’s] decree… is a natural protest to the spirit of the worldliness which finds full expression 
in the modern dances.”  He said that it is “imperative for us to offset the moral danger that 
threatens our young people and to positively prohibit the holding of entertainments of any kind 
whose principal feature is dancing.”  What is the reason?  He states it: “evidence that the moral 
dangers from this form of pleasure not only existed but [are] rapidly increasing.”  However, though 
this was promulgated in New York, the decree was quickly ignored and forgotten – and when the 
Catholic Church neglects enforcing what is moral, the world reaps the lack of grace that results. 

 St John Vianney said this: “There is not a commandment of God which dancing does not 
cause men to break… Mothers may indeed say: ‘Oh, I keep an eye on my daughters.’  You keep an 
eye on their dress; you cannot keep guard over their heart.  Go, you wicked parents, go down to 
hell where the wrath of God awaits you, because of your conduct when you gave free scope to your 
children; go! It will not be long before they join you, seeing that you have shown them the way so 
well… Then you will see whether your pastor was right in forbidding those hellish amusements… 
the dance… is the rope by which the devil drags the greatest number of souls into the abyss of 
hell.”  The following is an excerpt from the priest who wrote the definitive work on the Life of St 
John Vianney, drawn from the notes used in his canonization: “On certain points M. Vianney may 
have been less exacting with strangers than with his own people, but as regards dancing he was ever 
absolutely unyielding… He never wavered.  He would not allow anyone to take part in society dances, 
even in the role of a simple spectator.  All his life M. Vianney remained steadfast in his attitude 
towards dancing…  He said to the parents, “You must answer for their souls as you will answer for 
your own… what I do know is that if your children lose their souls whilst they are as yet under 
your care, it is to be feared that your lack of watchfulness may be the cause of your own 
damnation.” (pp. 150-151)  St John went so far as to have an altar in honor of St John the Baptist 
built in his church with the inscription over the altar: ‘his head was the price of a dance.’   
  Is there anything in Scripture about dancing?  Ecclesiasticus 9:4 “Use not much 
the company of her that is a dancer, and do not listen to her.” 

 “Oh, but Father, I can find other traditional priests who support dancing – at 
least swing dancing.”  Here is a list of traditional priests who did not support dances: St Frances 
de Sales, St Augustine, St Ambrose, St Charles Borromeo, St Anthony Mary Claret, Pope Benedict 
XIV.  These priests & doctors of the Church opposed dances that were even more modest than 
swing dancing, because the phenomena of men and women dancing together in any bodily contact 
was virtually unheard of before the 17th Century.  If we do find priests who allow the unmarried to 
dance with each other, we should believe that they are unaware of the teaching of the Church in 
this area.  To remedy this the District Superior of the Fraternity of St Peter sent the information 
about the Vatican’s forgotten decree to every priest in the North American District of the 
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Fraternity.  Do you know that the Council of Baltimore (the same Council that gave us the 
Baltimore Catechism which so many traditional Catholics use) condemned the holding of dances 
and did not make a distinction in the types of dances?  It said the following:  “We command 
therefore that priests take care to completely remove that abuse whereby feasts are 
planned with dances to promote pious works,”  You might even find churches where they 
host dances for church fundraisers, and they might even claim to be traditional – but this is not 
traditional.   

 A person might ask, just as the people of Ars, France, might have asked, “Father, there 
are so many issues out there, why are you picking this one when we are trying not to 
lose our children by being too severe?”  Let’s remember that the people in St John Vianney’s 
parish were just as pagan as our society today, yet he still took up this campaign against dancing - 
anything that broke down the physical barriers between the unmarried he opposed.  If the parents 
in St John Vianney’s parish couldn’t understand why he took up this issue, they should have kept in 
mind that the only person’s confession they had ever heard was their own.  St John Vianney heard the 
things in confession that the children would never tell their parents, and he knew what made them 
sin.  Let’s keep in mind that a mortal sin against purity can be committed right in one’s mind.  If 
one cuts off only the visible part of the weed, but then waters the root that is left, can we be 
surprised if the weed grows back?  Likewise, if he only targeted the sins against purity that were 
externally noticeable, do we realize how many internal mortal sins would have gone unaddressed?  
Finally, if we have to worry that by suggesting that Catholic morality be followed by our children 
we’ll lose some of them – then we’ve already lost those children.   

 Once, a mother who favored dances tried to explain to me why I shouldn’t oppose dances.  
This was her reason why she thought dancing among the youth was a good thing – she said, 
“Dancing breaks down the physical barriers between young men and women without involving the 
marital act.”  She is right about this – dancing does break down the physical barriers between young 
men and women.  Let me ask you: do you think that is a good thing?  If we break down the 
physical barriers between men and women, what act do you think will be next?  With society trying 
with all its might to make sure there are no physical barriers left between young men and women, is 
it a good idea to help that process along in any way?   
  You fathers out there: just imagine that you saw a young man walk up to your teenage 
daughter and just start holding your daughter in the same way he might in a waltz.  What makes it 
okay when there’s music and he’s actually moving around with her?   
  Once Ven. Mari Carmen Gonzalez was going to a party as a little girl and she didn’t want to 
wear the sleeveless dress her mother gave her because it wasn’t modest enough.  When the mother 
started insisting, Ven. Mari Carmen’s grandmother stopped the mother saying, “You don’t have a 
right to destroy the God-given sense of modesty that your girl has.”  How many parents have 
helped their children destroy this sense, such that now both children and mother see no problem 
with the unmarried dancing in contact together?   

 Let’s close with one last story.  In a prairie parish in the Midwest in the 1800’s…  “I 
have had to put an end to dancing in the parish due to the sins of impurity that they were causing.”  
Ars, France once had a problem with impurity and paganism.  By targeting vice & esp. dances, after 
putting an end to the dances in his parish St John Vianney was able to boast once, proud of his 
parishioners as he showed a visitor to Ars the Catholic cemetery – “here is my collection of relics!”  
This sanctity is what I wish for you also. 


