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Celibacy is a hot subject for talk shows. Celibate priests, sisters, and brothers find themselves being constantly analyzed, diagnosed, ridiculed, and accused of perversion even by ex-priests and ex-religious. It is amazing that an asceticism chosen by 0.02% of the population attracts so much scrutiny.

The modern world attacks priestly celibacy with these arguments:

1. Pope Gregory IX (Hildebrand) made priestly celibacy compulsory in the 11th century for economic, not spiritual reasons. It is not found in the New Testament. 

2. It is a harsh form of self-denial imposed by the church, an added burden, not a positive and fruitful way of enhancing one's devotion to the Lord's affairs.

3. Celibacy is an unhealthy means of escaping from personal difficulties, like the fear of responsibility, an aversion to sex, an incapacity to love deeply, or mere lack of opportunity. It thus either flows from or leads to perversions or unhappiness. 

4. Reproduction is part of the natural law, and it is unnatural of men to renounce the right to beget children (an argument less frequent since the popularisation of contraception and homosexual practices).

5. Celibacy was enforced to ensure the subjection of the clergy to the central authority of the Roman See, tied in with many other weird Catholic teachings about homosexuality, abortion, sex before marriage, masturbation, divorce etc.

6. Lifelong celibacy is so onerous and hazardous a commitment that very few actually live it. Concubinage, sexual affairs and misbehaviour are rife among so-called celibates. The law has historically been honoured more in the breach than in the observance. 


This article attempts to demonstrate the falsity of these charges.

At present, covert enemies of the Church in the media, backed by the usual liberal culprits, are having a field day, alleging that celibacy is the root cause of the paedophile scandals which have rocked the American church. Failures in living out celibacy certainly attract much attention. 177 priests dismissed in the USA for offences against minors sounds dreadful, and it is, but please put it in the context of a total of 47,000 priests in that country (0.38%). Didn’t Jesus speak about the Enemy sowing tares in the wheat? 

Scandals are no more the effect of compulsory celibacy, than adultery or prostitution are the effect of our marriage laws. We do not abolish marriage because many are unfaithful and disobey the limits which it imposes on sexual desire. Would civilized nations would be cleaner or purer if they legalised polygamy? Is there any reason to suppose that scandals would be fewer if Catholic priests were permitted to marry?

“Are those who propose this unaware that most sexual abuse, including paedophilia, apparently occurs within families, not excluding parental abuse of children and younger by older siblings? Do they not know that married and single people of all walks of life are accused of perpetrating such abuse on children and other minors? No one has ever been able to correlate celibacy with sexual abuse. Some sexual abuses have been perpetrated by some priests. That's tragic. But it has not been the fault of celibacy. “ (Cardinal John J. J. O’Connor)


Too often celibacy is seen only negatively, as the renunciation of sex. But celibacy is first and foremost a choice to follow Jesus Christ, in the lifestyle He lived. It is a way of devoting oneself to the Lord's affairs, unencumbered by the responsibilities of spouse and parent. Jesus taught that the greatest commandment is to love God above all things: Is there anything unworthy about consecrating one’s entire being to God?


Our sex-driven society cannot understand the renunciation of sexual desire. It feels threatened and yet fascinated by the celibate commitment. Celibacy speaks of a greater love and communion with the supernatural, which sex cannot give. It is not for the immature.


Jesus praised those who would make themselves “eunuchs for the Kingdom of Heaven” (Mt. 19:12). He encouraged his disciples to leave everything, including wives and children, to follow Him (Mt. 19:26-29). The monastic tradition brought mandatory celibacy into the Church, although the practice was much older, and to this day is widespread in Hinduism and Buddhism. 


St Paul too encouraged celibacy: italics     “There is something I want to add for the sake of widows and those who are not married: it is a good thing for them to stay as they are, like me . .  . …I would like to see you free from all worry. An unmarried man can devote himself to the Lord's affairs, all he need worry about is pleasing the Lord; but a married man has to bother about the world's affairs and devote himself to pleasing his wife: he is torn two ways. . . . . I say this only to help you,  . . .  and that you give your undivided attention to the Lord.”  Close italics.

Our problem today is the inability to make any permanent and full commitment, plus the failure to grasp the reality of God's love. We live in a society which treats all promises as provisional, and all talk of the Deity as vague opinion, so the incomprehension of the chattering classes is not surprising. Current opinion leaves little room for the mystery of God in the human situation. 

Before a man is ordained in the Latin rite, the bishop asks:  “In the presence of God and the Church, are you resolved, as a sign of your interior dedication to Christ, to remain celibate for the sake of the Kingdom and in lifelong service to God and mankind?” The ordi​nand makes a totally free and responsible commitment. Any force or fear would invalidate the promise.

The bishop’s address describes celibacy as “a sign and a motive of pastoral charity, and a special source of spiritual fruitfulness in the world.” It helps a man “to adhere more easily to Christ with an undivided heart,” and to be “more untrammeled in the ministry of Christian conversion and rebirth.” It gives witness that God is to be loved above all else.

Celibacy facilitates a closer friendship with Jesus. It is a form of marriage and total consecration to God. Celibacy conforms a man to Christ more closely. It is a sign to all people that our ultimate destiny is with God, and it is He whom we should serve above all others. It is fitting that the Church, the Virgin Bride of Christ, should be served by virgin priests. 

The ancient Jewish priesthood was hereditary, but the priests had to abstain from marital relations during their period of Temple service. Christian priesthood is handed down by the laying-on of hands and the Holy Spirit. 

Priestly celibacy is indeed a matter of Church law, which has developed under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. The Council of Elvira (AD 306) was the first to impose total sexual abstinence upon married bishops, priests and deacons. Thereafter synods and councils exhorted married priests and deacons to continence. Although the ordination of married men was still possible, those already priests were never permitted to contract marriage. 

Pope Gregory VII (1074) started a major reform, continued by the four Lateran Councils (1123-1215). Clerical marriages were declared invalid. For centuries thereafter, numerous clergy, elevated by prayer and strengthened by Divine grace, maintained the rule of celibacy faithfully. But they never made the headlines.

Celibacy bears witness to the reality of Christian love and its distinctiveness from sexual expression, just as Christian marriage is a sign of the sacredness of sexuality as an expression of love. It is because marriage is a beautiful sacrament, that virginity for the sake of the Kingdom is an even higher calling.

The historian Döllinger wrote in 1876: "When a priest can no longer point to personal sacrifice which he makes for the good of his people, then it is all over with him and the cause which he represents. He sinks to the level of men who make a trade of their work."
The celibate priest does not return home to crying babies, sick children and a waiting spouse, but to a chapel with the Blessed Sacrament, and his prayerbooks and meditations. He does not have to juggle parishioners’ demands and family needs to the same extent as a married priest. He does not jeopardise his family’s health and happiness by accepting a parish appointment in a deprived area.

The relative economy of a celibate priesthood has allowed Catholic missions to flourish. Today the minimum Anglican salary is over £16,000, Methodist £14,500, Church of Scotland £21,000, Catholic £5000 per year. Yet there are far more vacant Anglican and Methodist livings than priestless Catholic parishes. 25 million Anglicans have 12,000 ministers, 5 million Catholics have 5500.

The bishops of Vatican II declared in favour of retaining priestly celibacy in the Latin rite by 2390 votes to 4.  Cardinal Höffner (Cologne) pointed out:  “Like consecration to celibacy, consecration to the priesthood stems from a decision taken in a spirit of faith. In the course of her history, the Church has always renewed herself through increasing her donation to Christ, never by diminishing it.”

