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Fr Francis Marsden

A Married Priesthood?

The priest’s wife was collecting the washing from the line, as he crawled out in his overalls from under his Lada. His little boy and girl were gleefully chasing each other round in front of the church. An unremarkable scene in a Ukrainian village. Drawing on lessons from the married priesthood in the Eastern Catholic rites, we can ask, would a married priesthood work here in the Latin rite?


Let us analyse the pros and cons:

Negative aspects:

1. The Catholic Church has never allowed celibate or widower priests to marry. 2000 years of Tradition witnesses against such novelty. Only by special indult have ex-Anglican or ex-Lutheran ministers recently been ordained as Latin-rite Catholic priests.

2.  If a priest’s wife complains about her husband around the village, it gives rise to scandal. Worse still if she is unfaithful and commits adultery. A bad marriage with an uncooperative spouse is the worst of both worlds. The priest has fashioned a rod to beat his own back.

Parishioners wonder whether confessional secrecy is kept in the bedroom? It has to be: the same rules apply. If the wife is indiscreet, less confidential material may add fuel to village gossip.
3. When the bishop appoints a priest to a poor village with a house in bad condition, the wife sometimes refuses to leave the family’s city flat. Often the husband then lives in the city and commutes to his parish. He is summoned by telephone for funerals and emergencies. From a bishop’s perspective, married priests are less mobile. A wife’s work and children’s schooling have to be considered. Anglican ministers choose when to apply for new appointments: they are not shunted around by bishops.

4. Priests with several children to support often want the better-heeled parishes. They prefer to pastor two or three churches alone, to guarantee sufficient income, rather than employ a curate and lose half their salary. Celibate priests are stationed usually in the larger town parishes rather than the villages. 


In Britain, any practice of appointing celibate priests to poorer parishes with worse accommodation would form a powerful incentive against celibacy.

5. Some priests treat their wives like housekeepers or maidservants. The family takes second place to the priest’s vocation. They suffer constant interruptions to family life, a lack of privacy, and the excessive demands of certain parishioners. The resulting lack of attention, and the feeling of being exploited, not infrequently lead to unfaithfulness or divorce, with obvious scandal to parishioners. 

6. An unhappy and argumentative marriage negates a priest’s attempts to teach about Christian living. A celibate priest is judged by how he sings the Liturgy and preaches: a married priest is invariably judged by the quality of his family life. A wife who feathers her own nest at the parish’s expense is a cause of dissension. If the priest’s children are tearaways, his own credibility is destroyed.

7. A married clergy imposes heavier financial costs upon parishes. Annual salaries at the Anglican level cost £16-24,000 p.a. depending upon age and rank, plus maintenance and running costs for the rectory. Currently the estimated cost of maintaining a priest is £16k p.a. including NI, healthcare, pension schemes, housekeeping and presbytery maintenance. Only £5-6k of this is salary. 

Parishes would need to find an extra £10-15k p.a. per married priest. In justice, and to avoid disadvantaging celibate clergy, their salaries too would have to be raised to the same level. A three-priest city parish with hospitals and schools would need £40k extra per year. If four married priests were needed to maintain the services offered by three celibates, that’d be £60k extra. 

The parish must also buy or rent 3 new family homes. So a modest estimate is £200k outlay plus £40k extra per year. 

An unmarried man can make sacrifices for himself, but a married man cannot be expected to make financial sacrifices which severely penalise his children. Mafia and bent politicians may threaten a priest’s wife and children to prevent his public criticism of their activities.


Many of those who extol the merits of a married clergy fail to understand even the merely financial advantages which the celibate clergy’s sacrifices achieve for the Church.

8. An unmarried man has more time to spend with God (or the TV or the golf clubs!) He returns home to the Blessed Sacrament chapel, to his study and prayer books, to communion with the “pearl of great price,” not to noisy children and a tired wife. A married man experiences an emotional division between God and his wife. Can any man can serve two masters? 

9. When fellow seminary students are courting and getting engaged, it becomes more difficult to persevere in a celibate commitment. Many take the “safer course” and marry. Celibate priests are more isolated when 90% of their deanery comrades are married. Our society would hold suspect their sexual orientation.

Eastern dioceses can require two years’ wait between marriage and ordination, allowing time to consolidate the marriage. Some seminary graduates wait for years before finding the right girlfriend, earning a living by teaching or pastoral work. Others drop out and never follow through to ordination.

Positive aspects:

1. The priest’s family perform the iconic role of a model Christian family for the parish. The children are often better educated than average and more cultured. Certain priestly families are almost dynastic, and well known for producing offspring who succeed in academic life, medicine and the professions.

2. A married priest has practical experience of living with a member of the opposite sex. He should understand better certain aspects of married life. His children are at the village school. Like his congregation, as a parent he has contacts with teachers, doctors and hospitals. However, there is the proviso that each particular marriage is unique, and so are its problems. 

3. Some churches like the Greek Orthodox, have academies to train girls as future priests’ wives. They study Christian ethics, catechetics and the rudiments of church music. They may then teach religion in the local school, and sing in or direct the parish choir. They often lead the parish ladies’ groups. In the ideal case the wife shares actively as     - Italics:    popadya or matyushka (Russian) -  Close italics:   in the apostolate of her husband  - italics:  (pop or batyushka). Close italics.

4. Christian marriage and family life are a school of holiness. A good wife encourages and helps to form her husband spiritually. She gives a much–needed feminine perspective. She offers constructive criticism and, with help from the children, keeps his more extravagant or egocentric ideas under control. She can understand better how women parishioners will be feeling. 

5. “It is better to marry than to burn” (St Paul). Better to be a married priest than a “celibate” who cannot control his sexual desires and forms liaisons with women, or worse. 

6. The wife may bring a second salary into the household, to support her husband’s parish ministry if his income is meagre.

Conclusion:

Groups like “We are Church” campaign for an end to Latin-rite priestly celibacy, inter alia. The Spanish bishops recently condemned their proposals as “wounding and detrimental to ecclesial communion," and “gravely impeding” the authentic renewal desired by Vatican II.

When the 1871 splinter group of Old Catholics abolished compulsory priestly celibacy, the disappointed Catholic historian Döllinger wrote to an Anglican friend: 

Italics:   “You in England cannot understand how completely engrained it is into our people that a priest is a man who sacrifices himself for the sake of his parishioners. He has no children of his own, in order that all the children in the parish may be his children. 

His people know that his small wants are supplied, and that he can devote all his time and thought to them. They know that it is quite otherwise with the married pastors of the Protestants. The pastor's income may be enough for himself, but it is not enough for his wife and children also. 

In order to maintain them he must take other work, literary or scholastic, only a portion of his time can be given to his people; and they know that when the interests of his family and those of his flock collide, his family must come first and his flock second. In short, he has a profession or trade, a Gewerbe, rather than a vocation; he has to earn a livelihood.”  Close italics

According to Fr Benedict Groeschel, any therapist knows his patients should never make important decisions in a state of stress, confusion, or near-breakdown. Consequent upon the “sexual revolution,” western society is in such a state. 


Italics:“In such a climate it would be most unwise to jettison the witness of celibacy. It is a sign of dedication and self-giving. If the human race ever needed a witness that we are called to love and serve God above all things, obviously it is right now. The Pope, echoing many saints, has constantly preached to priests and religious this ideal of total service. The proposal to discontinue this powerful symbol of dedication right now is, at best, frighteningly irresponsible.”

