 Celibacy

Popes are celibate, right? Well, this hasn’t always been the case. In the early days of the church, the clergy were not required to be unmarried and, although it was a mark of hermits, monks, and aesthetics, it has been suggested that in the first 1,200 years of the papacy, there were at least thirty-nine popes who were married or had been married at one time. Although it was the custom for unmarried popes to remain that way upon election, celibacy was considered an alternative lifestyle and individual choice. (Bob Curran, in Unholy Popes, p. 22)
One analogy I find helpful: You walk into a room and flip a switch on the wall; lights come on and you rarely give a thought to the source of that light. There is a power generator somewhere unknown to you that provides you with light. I believe that priestly celibacy, in God’s gracious providence, is one way of generating power in the order of grace for others. Other forms of sacrifice and suffering participate in this same mystery. I believe that there is reproduction in the order of grace because of many committed and dedicated Christians, and celibate priests are among them. (William J. Byron, S.J., in Catholic Digest)

Still another argument in favor of living a celibate life for love of God and service of neighbor is what I like to call reproduction in the order of grace. This is an “offer it up” argument that can also apply to other forms of sacrifice within the Mystical Body of Christ. (William J. Byron, S.J., in Catholic Digest)

For ascetical reasons and spiritual motivation, celibacy was part of monastic and eremitical life (for monks and hermits) in the early Church. It continues today in the vowed life (poverty, chastity, obedience) of Religious communities. Celibacy is an organizing principle for life together in Religious community. It was not required of all clergy in the Roman rite of the Catholic Church until so mandated by the First Lateran Council in 1123. (William J. Byron, S.J., in Catholic Digest)

In the beginning, there was no mandatory celibacy. Saint Peter, the first pope, was married. Pope Anastasius I was the father of Pope Innocent, Pope Sergius II begat Pope John XI and Pope Theodore I was the son of a bishop. (Frank Bruni and Elinor Burkett, in A Gospel of Shame, p. 229)

Celibacy and marriage are both holy states. Each has an advantage over the other, but both are holy. A celibate minister has more time to spend with his parishioners because he does not have the responsibility of a wife and family, but a married minister is more aware of what his parishioners are going through by having a family experience that is also shared by his parishioners. (David J. Seibert)

Clerical celibacy has not been part of Catholic life from the very beginning. You’ve probably noticed that St. Peter, the first pope, had a mother-in-law (see Mark 1:29-31). (William J. Byron, S.J., in Catholic Digest)

Charlemagne made celibacy compulsory among the priests of the lands he conquered. (Charlotte Lowe, in Useless History Fact-O-Pedia, p. 61) 
Celibacy is still the rule of Catholic priests in the Roman rite, but since the Second Vatican Council (1962-65), it is not for permanent deacons, who previously had to be celibate but now may be married men. (William J. Byron, S.J., in Catholic Digest)
There’s a distinction between Religious Order priests and diocesan priests. Religious priests have a vow of chastity; diocesan priests are required to make a promise of celibacy. Each precludes marriage and sexual activity. (William J. Byron, S.J., in Catholic Digest)

Celibacy was proposed in the eleventh century by Pope Gregory VII as a way to ensure that church property would not be lost through inheritance. (Bob Curran, in Unholy Popes, p. 23) 

Other matters are considered a product of human law, which is alterable if the church thinks that doing so is in its best interest. The vow of priestly celibacy is one such statute: none, I believe, would be easier to change or, quite possibly, is more important to the short-term health of the church. Lifting the ban might help address the pedophilia crisis – which, at least in the popular mind, was caused in part by the frustrations of celibacy. More important, it would reverse a damaging shortage of clergy. Between 1973 and today, the number of Catholic priests in the United States has slid from nearly 60,000 to 40,000. Protestant churches, which allow their ministers to have families, have suffered no such struggles. I can only conclude that celibacy laws are to blame. (Charles E. Curran, in Newsweek, June 14, 2010)

It’s a discovery that may just “rock the foundations of Christianity as we know it,” said Mary Sharratt in The Wall Street Journal. A 4th-century scrap of papyrus revealed to the world last week states that Jesus Christ had a wife. To be precise, the torn papyrus contains two sentence fragments: “Jesus said to them, ‘My wife,’” and “’she will be able to be my disciple.’” The Harvard divinity professor who unveiled the papyrus, Karen L. King, concedes it doesn’t prove that Jesus was married, but says it does show that some early Christians once believed he was. That would directly contradict the Catholic Church’s teaching that Jesus was celibate, and had only male apostles. Other recently discovered Christian texts from this era also describe Mary Magdalene as Jesus’s wife and “companion,” said the Rev. Cynthia Bourgeault in WashingtonPost.com. It was only centuries later that the church’s “patriarchal and misogynist hierarchy” began equating divine perfection with celibacy, so as to justify keeping women in subordinate positions. (The Week magazine, October 5, 2012)

Pope Adrian II (pope from 867 to 872) was the last married pope. He refused to renounce his marriage and his daughter, so his family lived in the Vatican with him. (Charlotte Lowe with Emma Wilson and Rachel Federman, in Useless History Fact-O-Pedia, p. 212) 

The shortage of priests has created related problems. For example, the church has tried to make up for the shortfall by using foreign priests. Without strong English skills or a knowledge of American culture, however, some of these substitutes struggle to connect with their followers. Some parishes are closing because no one can be found to lead them, while others remain open but no longer offer the eucharistic liturgy – the heart of Catholic faith and life – because there’s no priest to preside at it. (Catholic bishops have had to devise alternating services for those communities.) In essence, by mandating celibacy, the church contributes to a dilution of Catholicism. (Charles E. Curran, in Newsweek, June 14, 2010)

The condition of mandatory celibacy, which is perhaps the most distinctive feature of the Catholic priesthood, is a perfect example. Celibacy was not mandated by Jesus Christ or the apostles, but by Catholic leaders in the twelfth century. They decided that men of the cloth should liberate themselves from the pleasures of the flesh and harness those energies to the service of God and the salvation of humankind. But despite that exalted rationale, celibacy is a tough sell. Catholic dioceses across the country – and around the globe – are crowded with former priests who abandoned their vocations to marry, with seminarians who stopped short of ordination because they could not reconcile themselves to celibacy, with devoutly Catholic men who early on in life pushed aside aspirations of the priesthood because this demand, among all the others, seems too great. (Frank Bruni and Elinor Burkett, in A Gospel of Shame, p. 49)

Mandatory celibacy not only gave the Church tight control over its lands and power, but also endowed the Church’s servants with an aura of holiness and purity that placed them above other mere mortals. By imitating Jesus in giving up intimate attachments, they became what Saint John Chrysostom declared a priest should be: “Purer than the very rays of the sun, so that the Holy Spirit will not abandon him, and so that he may be able to say, ‘It is no longer I that live, but Christ that liveth in me.’” (Frank Bruni and Elinor Burkett, in A Gospel of Shame, p. 230)
Roman Catholic clergymen were not forbidden to marry until 385 A.D., when Pope Siricius decreed that it would be a good discipline for bishops, priests, and deacons. Those who were married at the time were expected to separate. Many did not agree and left the priesthood. Ironically, the first Pope, Peter, was himself a husband. (Jeff Rovin, in The Unbelievable Truth, p. 22)

In consolidating the Church’s wealth, shoring up its power and exalting its priesthood above the rest of society, mandatory celibacy lay at the heart of the Church’s historic bid for power. And it still, in the eyes of the Church, lies at the heart of its power today. Mandatory celibacy allows the Church tight control over its priest, who have no dividing loyalties to wives and offspring and thus require minimal salaries. And it envelops those priests in a mystique that bolsters the idea of Catholicism as the one and only true faith. Church leaders are not going to let go of mandatory celibacy easily. (Frank Bruni and Elinor Burkett, in A Gospel of Shame, p. 231)
That willingness to incur the wrath of loyal clerics for a principle not even mandated in the gospels gave testimony to the weight that Peter’s heirs to the papacy placed on mandatory celibacy. They considered it essential to the preservation of Church property, as Pope Pelagius I made clear in the sixth century, when he ordered all married candidates to the priesthood to sign contracts waiving their children’s rights to inherit Church land. And they saw it as key to the consolidation of their own power. In fact, the culminating moment for mandatory celibacy occurred in a fight between Pope Gregory VII and King Henry IV over nobles granting lucrative bishoprics to their sons – an early sign of the beginnings of a hereditary nobility of bishops the pope was determined to stop. (He ultimately faced down the king, forcing him to set aside the trappings of royal power and stand barefoot before the papal gates imploring Gregory for his soul. (Frank Bruni and Elinor Burkett, in A Gospel of Shame, p. 230)

Some popes were the undisputed fathers of subsequent pontiffs. Pope Hormisdas was the father of one of his successors, Pope Silverius (536-537), who may have been married himself; Gregory I (590-604) or Gregory the Great, is thought to have been the great-grandson of Felix III (II) (483-492). Some popes, such as Hormisdas, were already widowers before they ascended to the papal throne. Others, however, had partners and refused calls to “put away their wives,” citing the example of the first pope, St. Simon Peter, who kept his wife and family with him. (Bob Curran, in Unholy Popes, p. 22)
Who, then, are the takers? Certainly, many are men who perceive a validity and relevance in celibacy as defined by the Catholic leaders who instituted it. But others find celibacy attractive in and of itself. They are running away from sex. Reared in a conservative, strict Catholic ethic that portrays unbridled sexual urges as the basest and most venal of human desires, they equate flesh with weakness. And in some cases, they feel sexual stirrings – such as a desire for children – that have been branded aberrant, sinful, even evil. (Frank Bruni and Elinor Burkett, in A Gospel of Shame, p. 50)

At a church raffle, a monsignor suggested to a priest that he get things started by buying a few tickets. The priest won some “His” and “Hers” towels. “Keep them,” the monsignor said. “The way things are going, you may be able to use them.” (Earl Wilson, Publishers-Hall Syndicate)

The why of celibacy has several dimensions. It is one way of imitating Christ, who chose to be celibate. It also has an apostolic dimension in the sense of separating celibates from family obligations, thus freeing them to move wherever the need for their ministry might be greatest and endure the hardships and potential danger. (William J. Byron, S.J., in Catholic Digest)

There is also a witness value to celibacy; those who choose to live that way for love of Christ and service of neighbor embody the “death” of celibacy and make it a living sign (theologians call it an “eschatological sign”) of another life to come – eternal life in union with God. If not lived joyfully, however, this choice can have the counterproductive effect of witnessing to self-centered unhappy bachelorhood or  spinsterhood. (William J. Byron, S.J., in Catholic Digest)

A monk his entire adult life, Brother Andrew was responsible for training new scribes in the art of copying by hand--word for word--the holy writs. One day an eager new scribe, Brother Jonathan, asked if anyone had ever made a mistake. “Oh, no,” said Brother Andrew. “These words have always been correctly copied from generation to generation.” Skeptical, Brother Jonathan asked Brother Andrew how he knew. “My son,” said Brother Andrew as he shuffled off toward the monastery's library, “let me get you the first volume ever written and you will see that it is just as correct today as it was then.” Many hours passed. Finally Brother Jonathan decided he had better check on the elderly monk. At the library, he spotted Brother Andrew sitting alone in a candlelit corner, tears running down his wrinkled cheeks. “What's the matter?” Brother Jonathan asked. “I can't believe it,” Brother Andrew responded, his voice quivering with emotion. “The word is celebrate. Cel-e-BRATE! not celebate.” (Catherine E. Tiller, in Reader's Digest)
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