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Introduction 

Peter said, “We have given up our possessions and followed you.” He answered them, “Amen I say to you, there is no one who 
has given up house or wife or brothers or parents or children for the sake of the Kingdom of God who will not receive much 
more in this age and, in the world to come, eternal life. 

From all sides today, we hear a demand for the truth about priestly celibacy. This 
demand is made in the name of the personal development of priests, in the name of 
historical research,1 and even in the name of justice. The recurring phenomena of 
abandonment of the ministry because of the requirement of celibacy have long been 
known, and have generally been treated with a discretion that is not always 
interpreted benignly.2 But in recent times, widely publicized scandals have forced the 
Church to a genuine examination of conscience, and to a change of attitude with 
respect to society in general and especially with respect to the treatment of victims of 
sexual abuse and their offenders. The American bishops have exercised firm 
leadership in this regard, with the support of the Holy See, which has issued official 
apologies on several occasions.3 These recent events reveal an authentic quest for 
reconciliation and justice, particularly with regard to the victims of sexual abuse by 
members of the clergy. 

In the pastoral sphere, the crisis of vocations and the dramatic situation of Christian 
communities in some areas provide additional reasons to question once more the 
appropriateness of upholding the universal requirement of celibacy for ordained 
ministers in the Latin Church. The new conditions in which priestly ministry must be 

                                                        
1
 E. Abbot, A History of Celibacy, Da Capo Press, 2001. 

2
 D. Cozzens, Sacred Silence: Denial and the Crisis in the Church, Liturgical Press, 2002. 

3
 We recall the encounter of Pope Benedict XVI with victims of abuse on April 17, 2008, during his apostolic journey to the United 

States; he made a similar gesture during World Youth Day in Sydney, Australia on July 19, 2008; and, at the request of the 

Canadian bishops, he met with an official delegation of the First Nations in Rome on April 29, 2009, as a sign of compassion and 

solidarity during the  “Truth and Reconciliation” Commission currently taking place in Canada. 
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exercised and which make it increasingly difficult to achieve a fully-developed 
celibacy seriously affect the morale of priests, and doubtless their health,4 as well. 
This of course has an effect on the promotion of new vocations. 

Moreover, powerful cultural forces openly assert their rejection of the Catholic sexual 
ethic as well as their contempt for the discipline of celibacy, since, according to 
“gender theory,”5 the sexual difference is merely a cultural construct without 
foundation in a universal human nature. We are far, here, from the biblical 
anthropology of the image of God that forms the basis of Western culture. The 
contemporary celibacy crisis is, therefore, not only a moral or spiritual crisis; it is also 
an anthropological crisis. It is fundamentally the result of the loss of a sense of 
nuptiality and fruitfulness, which goes hand in hand with the eclipse of God in the 
culture. 

We, too, will attempt to articulate the truth about priestly celibacy. How do we 
evaluate the charism of celibacy today, and understand its relation to the priestly 
vocation? The contemporary cultural and pastoral challenges oblige us to a new 
examination of the reasons for priestly celibacy. We will not treat directly the relation 
between the celibacy of priests and the phenomena of deviance and abuse, since the 
chief object of our study will be the formation of priests. We will, then, focus our 
attention on the biblical and patristic foundations for the importance of priestly 
celibacy, without losing sight of the question of whether it is opportune to uphold the 
universal requirement of celibacy for priests of the Latin Church. It is no longer 
enough, today, to repeat the ancient motivations to quiet the murmuring; above all, 
we must give back to priests and to candidates to the priesthood the enthusiasm that 
ought to radiate from the ministers of the Word of God. A new approach is proposed 
here to help accomplish the theological and pastoral discernment appropriate to the 
times, and to offer some points of orientation for a renewal of priestly formation. 

                                                        
4
 Cf. D. R. Hoge, The First Five Years of the Priesthood: A Study of Newly Ordained Catholic Priests, The Liturgical Press, 2002. 

5
 J. Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, 1990, Routledge ; T. Anatrella, Le règne de Narcisse. Les 

enjeux du déni de la différence sexuelle, Paris: La Renaissance, 2005. 
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I. Is ecclesiastical law regarding priestly celibacy still viable? 

A. The contemporary crisis of the credibility of the Church and her 
ministers 

The question regarding priestly celibacy is particularly acute today, after the shock 
suffered by the Catholic Church in the United States with the explosion of the scandal 
of pedophilia among members of the clergy in 2002. The price paid for this scandal 
far exceeded what anyone could have imagined. And I do not think first of the 
financial price—which was, in fact, astronomical—but rather of the vertiginous 
decline in credibility brought about by the revelations of the extent and duration of 
the crimes committed by priests on innocent victims. 

The repercussions of this crisis extended far beyond the borders of the United States. 
They led to a strengthening of the judicial and disciplinary measures of the Roman 
Church regarding the abuses and the prevention of such acts, so totally contrary to 
the spirit of the gospels. The widely-used watchword, “zero tolerance,” responded 
correctly to the assault of the media, but it forms only the beginnings of a response to 
this moral tragedy that has profoundly damaged the credibility of the Catholic Church 
and its ministers. 

I propose, not to analyze this crisis in detail,6 but rather to indicate what direction a 
global response must take if it would restore confidence and pride not only to priests 
already exercising the ministry, but above all to those men on the path toward 
definitive commitment in priesthood. Let us acknowledge from the outset that a 
decisive step in redressing the situation has been taken: the courage, humility and 
sense of justice7 manifested by those who had to confront this crisis directly allow us 
to look forward to a renewal and revival of priestly vocations. 

We must add nonetheless that, in spite of the relative calm of the present moment, 
marked tensions remain in places of formation, in the relations between priests and 
bishops, and in pastoral practice, which must guarantee an environment that is safe 
from all points of view. The morale of priests continues to suffer, and their pastoral 
dynamism betrays the effects of the new restrictions imposed on their behavioral 

                                                        
6
 Cf. G. J. McGlone, « Prevalence and Incidence of Roman Catholic Clerical Sex Offenders » in Sexual Addiction & Compulsivity, 

Taylor & Francis, 10, 2003, p. 111-121; D. R. Hoge ; CCCB, From pain to hope, Report from the CCCB Ad Hoc Committee on 

Child Sexual Abuse, 1992 ; D. B. Cozzens. 
7
 USCCB, Promise to Protect, Pledge to Heal, Charter for the Protection of Children and Young People, Essential Norms, United 

State Conference of Catholic Bishops, Revised June 2005. 
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code. Don’t such conditions run the risk of increasing their solitude, decreasing their 
self-esteem, and driving them toward other forms of compensation? 

B. The challenges of priestly life in the contemporary culture 

The moral crisis that had its epicenter in the archdiocese of Boston takes its place 
within the evolution of contemporary culture, marked as it is by secularization, the 
sexual revolution and the liberalization of mores. Hence a growing incomprehension 
in the face of priestly celibacy, and even the systematic attacks that we see in media 
on a grand scale.  

The celibacy of the priest is not only suspected of hypocrisy and ridiculed; at times it is disgraced and 
denounced as a shameful masquerade. In the sphere of values, the reference to the gospel that is the 
basis for the life and the ministry of priests has been replaced by a prevailing cultural mindset, which 
Benedict the XVI dared to call the “dictatorship of relativism.” Such an anthropocentric mentality not 
only adapts to the fact of religious pluralism, but adopts as a principle the idea that Christian truth is 
one opinion among many. To these cultural elements, we add the hedonism and the marketing of sex 
that pervades not only the web, but the digital world. In this context, the witness of celibate priests or 
even of consecrated persons generally, appears as the value of another age, maybe, but one that no 
longer speaks to us today. 

Even within the Church, notwithstanding repeated affirmations of the value of 
priestly celibacy, we note growing pressure to abolish its obligatory nature, since we 
must respond to the pastoral needs of communities deprived of the celebration of the 
Eucharist because of a shortage of priests. In some circles, there is a lingering 
resentment for the Church’s Magisterium, which made the definitive decision to 
reserve priestly ministry to men. This resentment gives rise to a passive resistance to 
the promotion of priestly vocations, which resembles a more or less silent protest. 
The general climate of communion that allows vocations to emerge is profoundly 
affected, and the danger remains of a drift toward non-catholic models of the Church. 

On the other hand, advances in exegesis and contemporary interpretation of the 
Scriptures have not yet yielded all their anticipated spiritual fruit. Thus far, the critical 
dimension of exegesis has prevailed over an emphasis on the spiritual significance of 
Christ’s call to follow him (sequel Christi). Furthermore, doubts often circulate even in 
Catholic circles regarding the biblical foundations for Mary’s virginity, the affirmation 
of Christ’s divinity, and the form of life of the apostles who followed Christ. 
Consequently, there is a widening distance between the official teaching of the 
Church and a parallel academic “magisterium” that makes it difficult to unite the 
intellectual formation of candidates to the priesthood to the spiritual convictions 
essential for a definitive commitment in priestly celibacy. 
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C. Priesthood and celibacy: Is it time to separate them? 

An array of factors from the spheres of history, culture, pastoral work and 
ecumenism converge to compel the Church of today to a renewed reflection on the 
importance and the pertinence of maintaining obligatory celibacy for priests in the 
future. Are we to sacrifice those communities that lack a priest to safeguard an 
ecclesiastical discipline that is respectable enough, but the value of which is not 
essential to the priesthood? Doesn’t the Church’s contemporary awareness of being 
grounded in the Eucharist raise a legitimate question as to whether we ought not to 
prefer access to the latter to a upholding a law that is increasingly contested and hard 
to enforce? Wouldn’t the possibility of a choice offer a solution to the shortage of 
priestly vocations? At the point where we are in a world of rapid and global 
communication, couldn’t the model of the Eastern Catholic Church be progressively 
broadened, all the while safeguarding a preference for vocations to celibacy? 

These questions are asked with acuity and demand a serious answer that is not 
content with a mere reaffirmation of traditional doctrine and discipline. We can 
imagine, of course, the colossal challenge involved in changing a two thousand-year 
tradition and the very serious reasons that would have to justify it. The dissociation of 
the charisms of priesthood and celibacy in the Latin Church could not be justified 
simply by the existential difficulty priests have with living celibacy happily in the 
current context, since such a motivation would mean that we have forgotten the 
grace of God and resigned ourselves in the face of the task of evangelizing the culture. 
The profound impetus for this dissociation, if it were to take place, could only come 
from a spiritual discernment that resists cultural pressures and which is exercised in 
the spirit of the universal Church. We must first take stock of the heritage of the 
tradition of ecclesiastical celibacy in order to assess its importance and fittingness. 
Only thus will we be able to articulate an adequate response to the challenges of 
today. 

II. The tradition of ecclesiastical celibacy: Its value and its 
challenges 

A. The essential message of the Church of the first centuries 

In order to appreciate the essential message of the Church of the first centuries on the 
subject of celibacy and clerical continence, we must keep in mind the Old Testament 
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tradition, which exalts marriage and fruitfulness as the divine blessing par excellence. 
Contrary to the religious culture of Greece and even Rome,8 virginity does not belong 
to the values and institutions of the Old Testament. 

The emergence of the Christian ideal of virginity and ecclesiastical celibacy has its 
source entirely in the historical and eschatological novelty of Jesus Christ. Jesus’ call 
to his disciples to follow him implies leaving everything (Lk 14:269, 18:29), even 
marriage and family life, to be “with him” and to be sent out “to preach” (Mk 3:14). In 
its newness and in its demands, the apostles’ form of life (apostolica vivendi forma) 
reflects the “new creation” (cf. 2 Cor 5:17) that comes into being from the grace and 
the truth that have appeared in Jesus Christ. This form represents a radical testimony 
of faith and love in the following of Christ, “the firstborn of many brethren” (Rom 
8:29). This apostolic form of life in communion with the Lord was to serve as a matrix 
for all the forms of consecration to come in the history of the Church. Even though it 
took time for this new lifestyle to emerge in the consciousness and the practice of the 
Church, from the outset, Jesus’ personal call to his disciples inaugurated a radically 
new brotherhood, founded no longer on the ties of flesh and blood, but on the Word 
of God received and put into practice in fraternal and Eucharistic communion. 

The ecclesiastical tradition of celibacy and of the continence of clerics did not appear 
as a sudden novelty at the beginning of the fourth century, but as the confirmation in 
discipline, in the East as well as the West, of a tradition that can be traced back to the 
apostles.10 When the Council of Elvira in Spain in 306 stipulated that priests were 
obliged to live perfect continence, we must understand that this requirement of the 
Church in the first centuries included both celibacy and the prohibition of remarriage, 
and perfect continence for those who were already married.11 The profound 
motivation we find in this tradition does not depend first on the emergence of the 
Christian ideal of virginity, but rather on the exercise of the apostolic ministry itself. 
In fact, the motives for celibacy expressed by the Fathers refer to the service of the 
Word and to the ministry of prayer, both of which require on the part of the priest a 
testimony of purity that surpasses the perspective of Old Testament worship. For 
example, we read in the oft-cited decree of the Council of Carthage: 

                                                        
8
 Cf. E. Abbot, p. 21-54. 

9
 See note l of the Traduction Oecumenique de la Bible : « Unlike Mt 10, 37, Lk mentions here  spousal love, which must also pass 

by way of the love of Christ (cf. 18, 29) ». 
10 Cf. C. Cochini, Origines apostoliques du celibate sacerdotal, Le Sycomore, 1981  [Apostolic Origins of Priestly Celibacy, San 

Francisco: Ignatius, 1990] ; H. Crouzel, « Le célibat et la continence ecclésiastique dans l’Église primitive : leurs 
motivations », in J. Coppens, Sacerdoce et célibat, Gembloux, 1971, pp. 333-371. 

11 Cf. C. Cochini, p. 65 ; A.-M. Stickler, « L’évolution de la discipline du célibat dans l’Église en Occident de la fin du l’âge 
patristique au concile de Trente », in J. Coppens, p. 373ff. ; H. Crouzel, ibid. ; R. Gryson, Les origines du célibat ecclésiastique, 
Du premier au septième siècle, Gembloux, 1970. 
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It is fitting that the holy bishops and priests of God, as well as the Levites, i.e. those who are in the service of the divine 
sacraments, observe perfect continence, so that they may obtain in all simplicity what they are asking from God; what 
the apostles taught and what antiquity itself observed, let us also endeavor to keep.12 

This decree played an important historical role in upholding the tradition of 
ecclesiastical celibacy, particularly in the Middle Ages and at the Council of Trent. It is 
not necessary, for our purposes, to delve further into the controversial debate about 
the apostolic origins of priestly celibacy.13 It is enough to retain that the tradition of 
the first centuries justifies the perfect continence of clerics for reasons drawn, not 
first from the ideal of virginity, but from the exercise of the priestly ministry. 

St. Paul himself appears as an emblematic figure of perfect continence, whether he 
was unmarried or a widow.14 Besides advising his flock to be and to act as he (1 Cor 
7:7), that is, to remain free of carnal concupiscence, he recommends that Christian 
spouses abstain from conjugal relations for a time to dedicate themselves more 
liberally to prayer. If this is the case for spouses, we may conclude with the Fathers 
that it is that much more the case for the ministers of the Word and the Eucharist, 
who continually represent the people of God in prayer.15 

Origen’s Homily 6 on Leviticus, in which he comments on the prayer of Moses and 
Aaron for the people, is remarkable on this subject. He essentially expresses the 
conviction that the ministry of intercession accompanied by this witness obtains 
graces more simply and efficaciously for the people: 

Being permanently in God’s presence, for the people he leads, the minister of the New Covenant does not have the 
leisure needed for married life, the freedom to be occupied with what would henceforth alienate his spiritual energies. 
Ephræm, Jerome, Ambrose, Siricius—all advocates of clerical continence—are only repeating, in different words, this 
leitmotiv borrowed from Scripture.16 

This is also true of the ministry of preaching, which obtains its effect of conversion 
more easily when it is supported by the personal and institutional witness of the 
priest. As for the recommendation of St. Paul to Timothy and Titus regarding the 
choice of candidates for bishop and deacon (cf. 1 Tm 3, 25), “husband of one wife 
only” (Unius uxoris virum), the decretal Cum in unum, which played an important role 
both in the Synod of Rome in 386 and for Pope Siricius, developed an exegesis which 
sets aside the pursuit of conjugal life and establishes the choice of monogamous men, 

                                                        

12 Cf. Council of Catharge in 390, (CC 149, p. 13). Cochini, p. 25. 
13 G. Bickell and F.-X. Funk took up this debate in Germany at the end of  the 19th century. They were followed by E. 

Vacandard and Dom H. Leclerc on the side of Funk, who contested the apostolic origin of the tradition, and by A.M. Stickler 
and C. Cochini on the side of Bickell, who affirmed it. 

14 L. Legrand, « Saint Paul et le célibat », in J. Coppens, p. 316ff. ; J. Jeremias, « War Paulus Witver ? », in Zeitschrift für 
neutestamentliche Wissenschaft und die Kunde der älteren Kirche, T. 25, Berlin, 1926, p. 310ff. 

15 Cf. the decretals « Directa » et « Cum in unum » of Pope Siricius, (C. Cochini, pp. 28-34). 
16 Ibid., p. 279 (The Apostolic Origins…, p. 251). 
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faithful to one woman, as a guarantee of future continence (propter continentiam 
futuram).17 

The tradition of ecclesiastical celibacy at the origins of the Church has been the object 
of numerous studies and remains controversial. Whatever the nuances concerning its 
relation with the Old Testament and its ties to the surrounding pagan cultures, it 
nonetheless clearly affirms the novelty of the Christian priesthood and the new form 
of life it implies for the ministers of the New Covenant. These latter bear witness to 
the eschatological ministry of Jesus Christ through their radical commitment in 
following him. According to the tradition of the Fathers, this commitment includes 
the practice of perfect continence even if the ministers are married.18  

If the scriptural texts themselves do not enable us to know what kind of lives the apostles led after their call, the Fathers, 
for their part, are unanimous in declaring that those who might have been married gave up their marital lives and 
practiced perfect continence.19 

B. The Church’s response to periodic questioning 

After the official adoption of Christianity in the Roman Empire, the Church enjoyed a period of 
freedom and rapid expansion, and the ecclesiastical discipline of celibacy had to be periodically 
reiterated. In the Middles Ages and especially in the Renaissance, this discipline became the object of 
controversy because of the general decline in mores and the scandals that embroiled all levels of the 
hierarchy. Due in large part to a system of revenues centered on benefices, this decadence placed the 
clergy too much in the way of interests that were either economic or of the private juridical order. 
Despite these counter-witnesses, the Church confirmed tradition and enacted reforms, with the help 
of holy reformers who were a source of spiritual renewal and missionary expansion. The profession 
of the evangelical counsels in various religious and monastic communities served as a stimulus, in 
spite of everything, to uphold the ideal of priestly celibacy even for the secular clergy. A. M. Stickler 
concludes his study of the Middle Ages in these terms: 

Despite the pressures often brought to bear even at the heart of the Church, she never questioned the foundation and 
the application of the law of celibacy, and never allowed herself to lose the essential: marriage after the reception of 
major orders was never tolerated; and the continuation of conjugal life was forbidden after ordination to candidates 
already married. Through the course of the ages, the discipline became even more severe. Marriages that major clerics 
claimed to have contracted were declared null, and the ordination of men already married was looked upon less and less 
favorably.20 

                                                        

17 Ibid., p. 33. On retrouve la même interprétation chez saint Ambroise, Épiphane de Salamine et l’Ambrosiaster. 
18 As Clement of Alexandria bears witness, along with Tertullian, Isidore of Péluse, Eusebius of Caesarea, Ambrosiaster, and 

St. Jerome. See Cochini, p. 104ff.  
19 Ibid., p. 107 (The Apostolic Origins…, p. 82).The author adds,  “On this point their common opinion constitutes an 

authorative hermeneutics of the scriptural texts in which reference is made to the detachment practiced by Christ’s 
disciples, especially  Mt 19:27 and Lk 18:28-30. 

20 A.M. Stickler, p. 440. 
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At the Council of Trent, the value of celibacy was solemnly defended against the opinion of the 
Reformation (Session 24, canons 9-10), and its obligatory character for the clergy was sanctioned. 
This obligation was finally inserted into the Code of Canon Law of 1917 (Can 132, § 1). The Church’s 
concrete reform was due above all to the restoration of the ministry of the bishop, the creation of 
seminaries, and the spiritual renewal of the 16th and 17th centuries. 

Vatican Council II approved and reconfirmed this legislation of the Church, Reaffirming the Church’s 
traditional high esteem for this gift of God, the Council highlighted the various reasons why celibacy is 
fitting for the priesthood:  

Through virginity, then, or celibacy observed for the Kingdom of Heaven, priests are consecrated to Christ by a new and 
exceptional reason. They adhere to him more easily with an undivided heart, they dedicate themselves more freely in 
him and through him to the service of God and men, and they more expeditiously minister to his Kingdom and the work 
of heavenly regeneration, and thus they are apt to accept, in a broad sense, paternity in Christ. In this way they profess 
themselves before men as willing to be dedicated to the office committed to them—namely, to commit themselves 
faithfully… to show themselves as a chaste virgin for Christ and thus to evoke the mysterious marriage established by 
Christ, and fully to be manifested in the future, in which the Church has Christ as her only Spouse. They give, moreover, a 
living sign of the world to come, by a faith and charity already made present, in which the children of the resurrection 
neither marry nor take wives. (PO 16) 

The Council was very aware that there are many in the world today who declare perfect continence 
impossible: “to that extent priests should all the more humbly and steadfastly pray with the Church 
for that grace of fidelity, which is never denied those who seek it” (ibid.). 

Ten years later, Pope Paul VI, deeply aware of contemporary objections and the challenges of our 
time, took up once again the entire question of celibacy and developed the theological, spiritual and 
pastoral motivations expressed succinctly by the Council. Among the profound reasons motivating 
the Church’s attitude, we call attention to the testimony rendered to the novelty of Christ: 

This is the mystery of the newness of Christ, of all that He is and stands for; it is the sum of the highest ideals of the Gospel 
and of the kingdom; it is a particular manifestation of grace, which springs from the Paschal mystery of the Savior. This is 
what makes the choice of celibacy desirable and worthwhile to those called by our Lord Jesus. Thus they intend not only 
to participate in His priestly office, but also to share with Him His very condition of living. (SC 23) 

Pope Paul VI goes on to develop the ecclesiological reasons for priestly celibacy, stressing that “the 

priest takes on a closer likeness to Christ, even in the love with which the eternal Priest has loved the Church 

His Body and offered Himself entirely for her sake, in order to make her a glorious, holy and immaculate 

Spouseò (SC 26). The new humanity thus born from the virginal and supernatural fruitfulness of 
Christ and the Church, receives from the priest’s witness a profound stimulus toward the charity and 
spiritual fruitfulness of its members. The Pope also refers to the eschatological meaning of celibacy, 
for ñthe pilgrim People of God are on a journey through the vicissitudes of this life toward their heavenly 
homeland, where the divine sonship of the redeemed will be fully revealed and where the transformed 

loveliness of the Spouse of the Lamb of God will shine completelyò (SC 33). This hope for our future 
heavenly inheritance is signified and already participated in here below, in the hearts of men and 
women consecrated to God for love of the Kingdom of heaven.  

Finally, the Holy Father dismisses the illusion of a “quick fix” for pastoral difficulties: 

We are not easily led to believe that the abolition of ecclesiastical celibacy would considerably increase the number of 
priestly vocations: the contemporary experience of those Churches and ecclesial communities which allow their 
ministers to marry seems to prove the contrary. The causes of the decrease in vocations to the priesthood are to be 
found elsewhere—for example, in the fact that individuals and families have lost their sense of God and of all that is holy, 
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their esteem for the Church as the institution of salvation through faith and the sacraments. The problem must be 
examined at its real source. (SC 49) 

Hence his reaffirmation of the Church’s legislation that he proclaimed from the outset: 

We consider that the present law of celibacy should today continue to be linked to the ecclesiastical ministry. This law 
should support the minister in his exclusive, definitive and total choice of the unique and supreme love of Christ; it 
should uphold him in the entire dedication of himself to the public worship of God and to the service of the Church; it 
should distinguish his state of life both among the faithful and in the world at large. (SC 14) 

It goes without saying that in the postconciliar period, which was heavily influenced by a 
hermeneutic of discontinuity, the publication of the encyclical did not at all succeed in silencing 
dissent. The question came up again at the 1971 Synod on justice and the priestly ministry, and again 
at the Synod on the formation of priests, which explicitly reaffirmed the Latin Church’s tradition of 
reserving ordination to candidates who respond to the call of Christ to follow him in priestly celibacy 
(PDV 29). 

C. Contemporary perspectives of renewal 

Pope Benedict XVI places himself very consciously within the continuous ecclesial 
tradition of priestly celibacy, which he solemnly reaffirmed on the occasion of the 
publication of the apostolic exhortation Sacramentum Caritatis : 

Celibacy is really a special way of conforming oneself to Christ's own way of life. This choice has first and foremost a 
nuptial meaning; it is a profound identification with the heart of Christ the Bridegroom who gives his life for his Bride. In 
continuity with the great ecclesial tradition, with the Second Vatican Council and with my predecessors in the papacy, I 
reaffirm the beauty and the importance of a priestly life lived in celibacy as a sign expressing total and exclusive devotion 
to Christ, to the Church and to the Kingdom of God, and I therefore confirm that it remains obligatory in the Latin 
tradition. Priestly celibacy lived with maturity, joy and dedication is an immense blessing for the Church and for society 
itself. (SCa 24) 

This confirmation takes up again the reflection that followed Paul VI’s encyclical, and 
the declaration concerning the reservation of priestly ordination to men. We note 
here the emergence into the foreground of a nuptial symbolism in the line of 
developments in Inter Insigniores, Mulieris Dignitatem, and Pastores Dabo Vobis. This 
orientation is to be maintained in the future, since it also develops further and in 
greater depth the link between the Eucharist, the priesthood, and celibacy that we 
find in the encyclical Ecclesia de Eucharistia: “Could there ever be an adequate means 
of expressing the acceptance of that self-gift which the divine Bridegroom continually 
makes to his Bride, the Church, by bringing the Sacrifice offered once and for all on 
the Cross to successive generations of believers and thus becoming nourishment for 
all the faithful?” (EdE 48). 
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An intense theological reflection on the priestly or presbyteral ministry both 
accompanied and followed the Magisterial interventions of the last decades.21 The 
most promising and pertinent seems to me to be the line of thought of different 
authors who propose a deeper integration of the traditional motives for priestly 
celibacy, since even the encyclical Sacerdotalis Caelibatibus, which confirms in the 
face of contemporary objections that ecclesiastical celibacy is well-founded, does not 
manage to go beyond a juxtaposition of different motives that lack a more profound 
principle of integration. Various authors have offered perspectives of renewal, 
concerning the Trinitarian dimension of the ministry,22 the theology of vocation,23 
the eschatological dimension of the Eucharist,24 and the communitarian and fraternal 
dimension of the priesthood,25 all within a profound vision of the sacramentality of 
the Church-communion. 

The perspective we will develop here is a continuation of these attempts to integrate 
the profound reasons for priestly celibacy into an eschatological vision of the 
ministry, which presupposes a pneumatological Christology and a Trinitarian and 
nuptial ecclesiology. We hope to propose at least briefly a revival of priestly celibacy 
with the help of a theology of the Covenant and of fruitfulness. 

III. Reviving priestly celibacy: On what conditions? 

A. A deeper theological understanding of the ministerial priesthood 

Our initial question regarding the viability of priestly celibacy led us to seek the 
profound meaning in a tradition that can be traced back to the ancient Church, a 
tradition which has been affirmed through the centuries in the face of backsliding and 
decadence. The Latin Church finds itself today at a crossroads. She must not only set 
off in the right direction, but do it for the right reasons. 

                                                        

21 G. Martelet, Deux mille ans d'Église en question. Théologie du Sacerdoce, Cerf, 1984-1990, vol. 3: Vol. 1 : « Crise de la foi, crise 
du prêtre » - Vol. 2 : « des Martyrs à l'Inquisition » - Vol. 3 : « du schisme d'Occident à Vatican II ». 

22 G. Greshake, Priester Sein, Herder, 1991, p. 89ff.  
23 H. u. Von Balthasar, Vocatione, Roma, Editrice rogate, 1966 ; Christlicher Stand, Einsiedeln, Johannes Verlag, 1997; P. Van 

Breemen, Je t’ai appelé par ton nom, Communio/Fayard, 1976. 
24 CIT, Le ministère sacerdotal, Cerf, 1971 ; P. Hacker, « Sacerdoce et eucharistie { l’heure présente » in Coppens, p. 237-258. 
25 J. Esquerda Biffet, Teologia de la Espiritualidad sacerdotal, Madrid, BAC, 1976 ; M. Marini, Le célibat sacerdotal, Le forum, 

2005. 
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If the fundamental problem we are facing has to do not only with the ministry and 
celibacy, but above all with faith in God which “is disappearing from the cultural 
horizon of men” (Benedict XVI), the response to this challenge cannot remain on the 
level of a pastoral reorganization according to the needs of communities that lack 
priests: it must confront the question of the value and the pertinence of ecclesiastical 
celibacy on the basis of the Word of God, and seek the profound reasons that would 
justify the uninterrupted continuity of the Latin tradition on this subject.  

Paul VI’s encyclical on celibacy gave a synthetic exposition of the Christological, ecclesiological and 
eschatological motivations for priestly celibacy. While I acknowledge the remarkable quality of this 
synthesis, it seems to me that the reasons offered in the encyclical could be articulated even more 
fully in a Trinitarian and nuptial perspective: “In order to understand the ministry, we cannot take as 
our starting point Christ alone (the tendency of Western theology), nor the charismatic community 
as a work of the Spirit (the danger of the Reformation theologies of the ministry), but rather the 
Father who sends Christ and the Spirit in an inseparable unity to engender his people.” 26 

The theological challenge of our day is to integrate the profound reasons for celibacy in a unified 
perspective that brings out what is specific to the priestly ministry. The key to this integration lies, in 
my opinion, in a deeper understanding of the relationship between the Eucharist and the Church as 
the wellspring of the great Eucharistic movement of this beginning of the millennium.27 In the first 
millennium, the relation between the Eucharistic body of Christ and his ecclesial body was 
articulated vigorously upon the basis of the unity of the Church, thanks to a deeply realistic symbolic 
theology.28 Beginning in the Middle Ages, the ecclesial dimension of the Eucharist grew less clear, 
giving way to an individualistic piety, the consequences of which led ultimately to the predominance 
of private Masses.  

We must acknowledge, moreover, that if at its origins ecclesiastical celibacy conveyed a new breath 
of inspiration, this tradition also contained ambiguities rooted in the Levitical tradition and in 
philosophies of Platonic origin. We see these ambiguities, for example, in certain requirements for 
cultic purity and a suspicion of the flesh and of marriage that is widespread even among the Fathers. 
29 The early Church had to defend the value of marriage against various Gnostic or Manichean 
elements, all the while promoting perfect continence for clerics and the ideal of virginity for the 
Kingdom. The Levitical tradition is more familiar to us today, in its conception of the priesthood and 
in its requirements of ritual purity for cultic ministers. Furthermore, historical studies have allowed 
us the better to grasp the positive thought of the Church face to face with the challenges of Platonism, 
and Gnostic and Manichean sects. Much remains to be done, however, to reconcile the originality of 
the priesthood of the New Covenant and a certain continuity with the priesthood of the First 
Covenant. 

                                                        

26  Greshake, p. 92. 
27 We have in mind the great Jubilee of the year 2000, which was intensely eucharistic; of the important eucharistic 

documents (Mane nobiscum Domine, Ecclesia de Eucharistia, Sacramentum caritatis, Redemptionis Sacramentum, etc.); the 
year of the eucharist 2004-2005; the international eucharistic congresses of Guadalajara and Québec; and finally of the 
revival of eucharistic adoration, etc.  

28 Cf. H. de Lubac, Corpus mysticum, L'Eucharistie et l'Église au Moyen Âge, Aubier-Montaigne, Paris, 1944. 
29 Cf. Tertullian, Exhortation to Chastity, 9. 
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I would dare to put forward the hypothesis that the horizon is now clear enough to 
allow us to reflect once again on the relationship between priesthood and celibacy, 
beginning from the Eucharistic mystery. We will do this here not in a purely ascetical 
and spiritual perspective, but in a sacramental and eschatological one that holds the 
key, in my opinion, to the profound integration of celibacy as a state of life at the heart 
of the exercise of the ministerial priesthood. Let us keep well in mind that, in the East 
as in the West, bishops maintained, without dispute and without interruption, the 
practice of perfect continence or celibacy; this fact invites us to continue our search 
for the deep theological reasons for this continuity. 

B. Priesthood and celibacy: A new ministerial approach 

1. The Eucharistic mystery as an eschatological nuptial gift  

At the Last Supper, on the night when He was betrayed, our Savior instituted the eucharistic sacrifice of His Body and 
Blood. He did this in order to perpetuate the sacrifice of the Cross throughout the centuries until He should come again, 
and so to entrust to His beloved spouse, the Church, a memorial of His death and resurrection: a sacrament of love, a sign 
of unity, a bond of charity, a paschal banquet in which Christ is eaten, the mind is filled with grace, and a pledge of future 
glory is given to us. (S.C. 47) 

Inspired by the liturgical reform of Vatican Council II, the Church has become more 
and more aware today of the eschatological dimension of the Eucharist.30 
Throughout history, she defended the doctrines of the real presence and of the Mass 
as sacrifice. In doing so, she was already defending the eschatological dimension of 
the Eucharist, that is to say, as the apostolic exhortation Sacramentum Caritatis puts 
it, the presence of the Paschal mystery of Christ in the sacrament: “For us, the 
eucharistic banquet is a real foretaste of the final banquet foretold by the prophets 
(cf. Is 25:6-9) and described in the New Testament as ‘the marriage-feast of the Lamb’ 
(Rev 19:7-9), to be celebrated in the joy of the communion of saints (SCa 31). 

This eschatological sense of the Church’s Eucharistic faith has its roots in the New 
Testament itself, as the following passages, for example, bear witness: 

 I say unto you, I will not drink again of the fruit of the vine until the day 
when I drink it again with you in the Kingdom of my Father. (Mt 26:29) 

 When I have been lifted up, I will draw all men to myself. (Jn 12:32) 

 He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will 
raise him up on the last day. (Jn 6:54) 

                                                        

30 cf. EdE 18-20 ; SCa 30-33. 
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 For each time that you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim 
the death of the Lord until he comes. (1 Co 11:26) 

 Let us rejoice and be glad, and give him glory, for behold the wedding 
feast of the Lamb! (Rev 19, 7) 

These texts draw our attention to the mystery of the Trinity and the mystery of the 
Church, which meet in the priestly offering Christ makes of himself to the Father in 
love, in the power of the Holy Spirit (Heb 9:14). This sacrificial offering is given to the 
Church-Bride as a perpetual memorial of the New Covenant. “By the power of his 
Word and of the epiclesis pronounced over the Eucharistic species, the living Christ, 
whose death we announce until he comes, unites himself to the ecclesial community 
as to his Body and Bride. He transforms the offering of the assembled community 
into his own body and gives them in communion his Eucharistic body as a nuptial 
gift.” 31 

This eschatological and nuptial gift of Christ the Lord to his Bride passes through the 
hearts and hands of his ministers, who exercise an office that is not only sacramental 
but, properly speaking, an eschatological service. This is what we must seek to 
understand more deeply in order to unify the Christological, ecclesiological, and 
eschatological reasons for priestly celibacy. 

2. The ministerial priest hood as eschatological service 

Our exposition will not be complete until we have systematically integrated, along 
with the renewal of Eucharistic ecclesiology, the remarkable development in recent 
Magisterial texts of a theology of the priesthood as representation of Christ the 
Bridegroom, in the context of a nuptial ecclesiology.32 This development does not 
only respond to the feminist demand for women to be admitted to ordained 
ministry;33 it signals a decisive step in the deeper understanding of the relation 
between the Eucharist and the Church as mystery and ministry of the New Covenant. 
The Conciliar renewal of the ministry of bishop, priest and deacon seems to us to 
have prepared the way for such a deeper understanding. 

                                                        

31 Acts of the 49th International Eucharistic Conference, Québec, Canada 2008, L’Eucharistie, don de Dieu pour la vie du 
monde, CCCB, p. 39 ;for a further development of this theme, cf. M. Ouellet, « L’Eucharistie, cadeau nuptial », Communio, 25, 
3 - n°149 May-June 2000, pp. 19-40. 

32 Cf. PO 16, MD 26, PDV 22, CEC 1627, VC 34, EdE 48 ; SCa 14, 27. 
33 “It is the Eucharist above all that expresses the redemptive act of Christ the Bridegroom towards the Church the Bride. This is 

clear and unambiguous when the sacramental ministry of the Eucharist, in which the priest acts "in persona Christi", is 
performed by a man. This explanation confirms the teaching of the Declaration Inter Insigniores, published at the behest of 
Paul VI in response to the question concerning the admission of women to the ministerial priesthood.”(MD 26) 
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In fact, Vatican Council II presented the doctrine of the priesthood by taking as its 
starting point the service of the Word of God: “The People of God are joined together 
primarily by the word of the living God. And rightfully they expect this from their 
priests.” (PO 4). This ministry of the Word is exercised in various ways, according to 
need and charisms, and is indispensable for the celebration of the sacraments. In the 
context of the celebration of the Eucharist, it attains its properly eschatological 
dimension, for here, the proclamation “of the death and resurrection of Christ is 
inseparably joined to the response of the people who hear, and to the very offering 
whereby Christ ratified the New Testament in his blood. In this offering the faithful 
are united both by their dispositions and by their discernment of the sacrament.” (PO 
4). 

“The dilemma, word or Eucharist, must…be overcome,” as the members of the 
International Theological Commission tell us. “It can be overcome by defining, as we 
have done, the priestly ministry as the service of the active, properly eschatological 
power of the Word of God—Jesus Christ who died and rose again—of which the visible 
signs are the announcement of the Gospel message and the sacramental actions.”34 

We can say, then, that the priest, minister of the Word, represents Christ the 
Bridegroom as God’s definitive Word to humanity; this Word culminates in the 
Eucharist, the supreme act of sacrificial offering on the part of the High Priest of the 
New Covenant. This act of the divine Bridegroom is absolutely Trinitarian, for it 
implies the three divine Persons in the unity of Love that transcends time. This Love 
gives itself to us so that we might participate in it sacramentally, through the priest 
ordained for this purpose. Since he is sacramentally united to Christ the Bridegroom, 
the priest communicates in him not only as a member of the ecclesial community, but 
first as a minister of Christ himself, who gives himself bodily and virginally to his 
Bride the Church. 

It is by virtue of this ministerial service of the Paschal mystery, which makes the 
Kingdom come even now, that priestly celibacy appears in all its splendor and 
sacramental coherence. Here, the ideal of perfect continence no longer appears as an 
ascetical requirement of cultic purity, but rather as an eschatological state of life in 
perfect harmony with the mystery celebrated. In other words, it is the irruption of the 
eschatological Kingdom in the Eucharistic mystery, nuptially uniting Christ and the 
Church, which fundamentally justifies the requirement of the Latin Church with 

                                                        

34 ITC, “The Priestly Ministry, p. 62, in International Theological Commission: Texts and Documents 1969-1985, San 
Francisco: Ignatius, 1989. The authors refer to Karl Rahner « L’essence du sacerdoce ministériel », in Concilium 43, p. 81. 
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respect to its ministers and the pertinence of its two-thousand year tradition. Henri 
Crouzel summarizes the message of the Church’s first centuries that inspires us here: 

Among the motivations that led to the imposition of celibacy or continence on clerics in the first centuries, the teaching of 
St. Paul and the gospels plays a role that is far from exclusive, but that remains essential: it is not only an extrinsic 
justification. Its eschatological dimension does not lie merely in the realization of a mythical or desirable immanence of 
the end of the world. The Kingdom of heaven is underway from the moment of the Incarnation, and the time of the 
Church, if we may speak thus, is the time of an eschatology in becoming.35 

It is good and desirable for the Eastern tradition to retain its freedom in the choice 
between marriage and celibacy, for the presence of married priests bears witness 
that the conjugal relation is not of itself soiled by a congenital impurity36 that would 
render the minister unworthy to celebrate the holy mysteries.37 But it is also good 
and desirable for the Latin tradition to retain its freedom to unite the charism of 
celibacy with the exercise of the priestly ministry, since this two-thousand year 
tradition renders eloquent testimony to the eschatological character of the Eucharist 
and of the ministry. It is, at bottom, love and participation in the Kingdom-in-
becoming that justifies the call to live and to love as Christ the Bridegroom. Behind 
the historical reasons of legal or moral purity—at times more or less debatable—
formulated by the witnesses of the ancient Church, it is the mission of serving on the 
front lines the coming of the Kingdom that seems to me to be the final motivation for 
the Church’s unfailing attachment to this ecclesiastical discipline. In a word, this law is 
an homage of faith and love that the Bride offers to Him who is her desire and her 
reason for being. 

3. The spiritual fruitfulness of celibacy an d priestly fraternity  

This basic vision becomes even clearer when we turn our attention to the Trinitarian 
foundation of priestly ministry, and to its communitarian dimension. One of the 
major advances of Vatican Council II was to stress episcopal collegiality and the 
sacramental fraternity of priests as intrinsic components of the sacrament of 
orders.38 Along the same lines, the apostolic exhortation Pastores Gregis on the vocation of the 
bishop makes explicit the Trinitarian foundation for the relational ontology that underlies the 
episcopal and presbyteral ministries: 

                                                        

35 Crouzel, p. 367. 
36 Cf. the decretal Dominus inter, of the Roman synod to the bishops of Gaul, at the end of the 4th or beginning of the 5th 

century., the third canon of which reflects this negative vision of conjugal relations. These prejudices have been overcome 
today and no longer play a role in the Church’s motivation. After all, didn’t Christ raise marriage to the dignity of a 
sacrament and sanctify conjugal love?  

37 For example, the life and theology of Alexander Schmemann does honor to the Eastern tradition of married priests. Cf. The 
Journals of Father Alexander Schmemann 1973-1983, Saint Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2000 ;  The Eucharist, Sacrament of 
the Kingdom,  Saint Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1988. 

38 LG 28, CD 4, PO 8. 
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“Christ’s life is Trinitarian. He is the eternal and only-begotten Son of the Father and the anointed of 
the Holy Spirit, sent into the world; it is he who, together with the Father, pours out the Spirit upon 
the Church. This Trinitarian dimension, manifested in every aspect of Christ's life and activity, also 
shapes the life and activity of the Bishop” (PG 7). 

From the moment of his consecration, the bishop receives the fullness of the priesthood by being 
incorporated into the college of bishops; through the laying on of hands of the bishop, the priest, for 
his part, is made a cooperator of the episcopal order and member of a college of priests. Following 
this sacramental logic, bishops exercise their ministry in an affective and effective solidarity that 
testifies to their hierarchical communion and belonging to the college of bishops (PG 8). This 
hierarchical and communitarian witness is essential to the life of the communion that is the Church. It 
forms a supporting structure rooted in the communion of the Trinity, inasmuch as the episcopal and 
presbyteral minister incarnate the eschatological ministry of Christ and are ordained by the Spirit for 
the service of the common priesthood of the faithful. 

In this collegial context of the fullness of the priesthood, ecclesiastical celibacy, 
maintained by the Church in both East and West, shows itself to be in perfect 
harmony with the spiritual fatherhood of the bishop, who points simultaneously to 
his Trinitarian origin and to the Eucharistic fruitfulness of the risen Christ. Ultimately, 
this fatherhood reveals the mystery of the Father, of whom the bishop is a privileged 
image, according to St. Ignatius of Antioch.39 

a) The spiritual fatherhood of the bishop and of priests  

The tradition which sees the Bishop as an image of God the Father is quite ancient. As Saint Ignatius of Antioch wrote, the 
Father is like an invisible Bishop, the Bishop of all. Every Bishop, therefore, stands in the place of the Father of Jesus 
Christ in such a way that, precisely because of this representation, he is to be revered by all. Consonant with this 
symbolism, the Bishop’s chair, which especially in the tradition of the Eastern Churches evokes God's paternal authority, 
can only be occupied by the Bishop. This same symbolism is the source of every Bishop’s duty to lead the holy people of 
God as a devoted father and to guide them—together with his priests, his co-workers in the episcopal ministry, and with 
his deacons—in the way of salvation. Conversely, as an ancient text exhorts, the faithful are to love their Bishops who 
are, after God, their fathers and mothers. (PG 7) 

This spiritual horizon of the bishop’s fatherhood confers upon the witness of celibacy a dimension of 
fruitfulness that transcends reasons of pastoral availability, even if these retain all their importance. 
Celibacy lived out authentically, within the service of the ecclesial communion and in continuity with 
the apostles’ form of life (apostolica vivendi forma), represents for the Church an irreplaceable value, 
even if particular circumstances might justify different practices.40 

As for priests, their service of ecclesial communion is rendered more fruitful by a celibacy taken on 
freely, which makes them “apt to accept, in a broad sense, paternity in Christ. In this way they profess 
themselves before men as willing to be dedicated to the office committed to them,” namely, to 

                                                        

39 Cf. To the Magnesians 6, 1: PG 5, 764; SCh 10 (1969), p. 85; To the Trallians 3, 1: PG 5, 780; SCh, ibid., p. 97; To the 
Smyrnaeans 8, 1: PG 5, 852; SCh, ibid., p. 139. 

40 For example in certain cases of the conversion to Catholicism of married ministers of other Christian confessions.  
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betroth the Christian faithful to the one Bridegroom as a pure virgin to be presented to Christ (cf. 2 

Cor.11, 2)  (PO 16). 

For the bishop just as much as for priests, spiritual fatherhood goes hand in hand 
with the witness of sacramental fraternity, which makes the collegial and 
communitarian nature of the episcopate and presbyterate concrete in personal and 
organic relations. All these bonds woven through the activity of the ministry testify to 
the triune love that gives itself to be shared, in and through the life of the Church at 
the heart of the world. 

b) The pastoral charity of ministers and nuptial symbolism  

The decree on the ministry and life of priests defines the ideal of priestly perfection from the life of 
the Good Shepherd. Priests exercise his “pastoral charity,” which brings their life and their action into 
unity (PO 14). This pastoral charity flows above all from the Eucharistic sacrifice, which is “the root 
and center of the whole life of a priest. What takes place on the altar of sacrifice, the priestly heart 
must make his own.” (ibid.).  

Pope John Paul II defined the love of Christ the redeemer as a merciful love, but also 
as a spousal love that therefore hopes for a response from redeemed humanity.41 
This vision takes its inspiration from a Johannine Christology and symbolic 
ecclesiology, which sees Jesus as the Bridegroom of humanity and John the Baptist, 
his prophet, as the “friend of the Bridegroom” (Jn 3:29). The “beloved disciple” also 
sees a strict relation between the scene at Cana, which is the first of Jesus’ messianic 
signs, and the Hour of the cross, which is already the celebration of the eschatological 
wedding feast of the Lamb. The mother of Jesus occupies a central place in this event 
of the redemption, which St. Irenaeus describes as the mystery of the “New Eve” 
associated with the “New Adam” in order to give birth to a new humanity.42  

This nuptial symbolism, of biblical and patristic inspiration and based on the 
fundamental category of the Covenant, emerges with ever greater clarity in recent 
texts of the Church’s Magisterium. The Church thus takes up again, on the far side of 
modern rationalism, the spiritual exegesis of the Word of God that gave the Fathers of 
the Church and the Middle Ages a rich tradition of symbolic and nuptial theology.43 
We recall here the text of Pastores Dabo Vobis, which applies this nuptial symbolism 
to the testimony of celibacy: 

                                                        

41 John Paul II, “Man and Woman He Created Them,” in Theology of the Body, trans. Michael Waldstein, Boston:Pauline 
Books and Media, 2006. 

42 St. Irenaeus of Lyons, Adversus Haereses. 
43 M. Ouellet, « Redonner toute sa place à la Parole de Dieu, Rapport d'introduction du cardinal Marc Ouellet, Rapporteur 

général du synode » La Documentation catholique, no. 2411, Feb. 11, 2008.  
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The Church, as the spouse of Jesus Christ, wishes to be loved by the priest in the total and exclusive manner in which 
Jesus Christ her head and spouse loved her. Priestly celibacy, then, is the gift of self in and with Christ to his Church and 
expresses the priest’s service to the Church in and with the Lord. (PDV 29) 

c) Ecclesiastical celibacy: A call for today 

The eschatological event of Jesus Christ, prophet and founder of the Kingdom; the 
apostles’ form of life; the firm and progressive imposition of the law of ecclesiastical 
celibacy in the face of decadence and periodic contention; the Conciliar and post-
Conciliar reconfirmation of this gift and legislation; and the search for a deeper 
understanding of the theological reasons for this choice lead us to the following 
conclusion: the Church never linked priesthood and celibacy on the level of dogma, 
but she always maintained her judgment on the pastoral value of the bond between 
the two, which expresses in the minister the “exclusive, definitive and total choice of the 

unique and supreme love of Christò (SC 14). Pope Benedict XVI, joining John Paul II, 
adds, “this choice has first and foremost a nuptial meaning; it is a profound 
identification with the heart of Christ the Bridegroom who gives his life for his Bride” 
(SCa 24). And in consequence, Benedict XVI confirms once more the Church’s will to 
maintain the obligatory character of ecclesiastical celibacy for the Latin Church. 

This impressive continuity of the Church’s pastoral judgment testifies to a 
discernment carried out in the light of the Holy Spirit, whose primary mission is to 
impress the form of Christ upon the baptized and upon the missionaries of the gospel. 
The identity crisis afflicting the priestly ministry, which we mentioned in opening, 
also entails a crisis of the value of celibacy. At the roots of this crisis is a failure to 
recognize both the call of God in Christ and the total availability demanded of the one 
chosen, who is to give himself to God without conditions and allow himself be sent as 
a worker into the vineyard in the service of the ecclesial community.44 Hans Urs von 
Balthasar remarked that in our day, there is a tendency to water down the concept of 
vocation; we have lost sight of its biblical origins and its essential characteristics.45 
The latter appear in the apostles’ form of life (apostolica vivendi forma), which implies 
leaving “everything,” even conjugal and family life, to follow Jesus in his witness to 
absolute love, and his eschatological ministry of salvation. 

The decree on the ministry and life of priests defines the ideal of priestly perfection from the life of 
the Good Shepherd. Priests exercise his “pastoral charity,” which brings their life and their action into 
unity (PO 14). This pastoral charity flows above all from the Eucharistic sacrifice, which is “the root 
and center of the whole life of a priest. What takes place on the altar of sacrifice, the priestly heart 
must make his own.” (ibid.).  

                                                        

44 H. u. von Balthasar, « Berufung », in Die antwort des Glaubens, Johannes, 2005, p. 177-203. 
45 Ibid. 
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The apostles’ form of life continues in history in the forms of consecrated life, including the profession 
of the evangelical counsels of poverty, chastity and obedience. These forms actualize the fundamental 
biblical idea of vocation, and appear in perfect harmony with the priestly ministry as eschatological 

service at the heart of the ecclesial community. While the profound motivation for 
consecrated virginity springs from the heart of the Bride who answers her divine 
Bridegroom, the specific motivation for priestly celibacy emanates from the 
ministerial participation in the personal self-gift of the Bridegroom. 

We could of course conceive that even for the Latin Church, another form of life, marriage, might be 
associated with pastoral ministry by virtue of an authentic “charism,” which would, however, not 
include to the same degree the original experience of vocation in the biblical and New Testament 
sense.46 This distinction between “vocation” in the strict sense and ecclesial “charism” can describe to 
some extent the difference between the Eastern and Latin traditions. The final judgment regarding 
this possibility belongs to the universal Church, which has thus far preferred, for serious reasons, to 
uphold as well-founded the law of obligatory ecclesiastical celibacy. 

The minister who, by concretely living his celibacy in love, joy, and hope, explicitly and actually refers his life to Christ, 
gives credibility to the Gospel, which he announces as a total and definitive value, a value of grace that transcends time. 
His life authenticates with a seal his announcement of the word of God.47 

Combining word and action, [the celibate] is the supreme sign of the presence of God and at the same time a living 
“contestation” of a world that is closed in on itself and thus is condemned to a spiritual asphyxiation: though called to the 
fullness of the Infinite, it has opted for the finite as its all-sufficient end. This is why celibacy, like the Gospel, the Faith, and 
the Church, will always remain a scandal and a stumbling block for those who do not live the obedience in spirit to the 
mystery of Christ.48 

At the end of this essay in discernment, we see with greater clarity that the Church 
cannot renounce the symbolic, sacramental, eschatological and pastoral value of 
ecclesiastical celibacy. Despite mishaps and controversy, it remains a valid form of 
spiritual fatherhood that testifies to the Eucharistic fruitfulness of the Lord and his 
Bride. Our attempt at discernment follows in the footsteps of Paul VI’s encyclical, 
while also indicating a path toward a deeper theological understanding of the 
relationship between celibacy and the priesthood. 

What concrete implications can we draw from this vision for the initial and 
permanent formation of priests, in the dramatic circumstances we described at the 
outset? We will only touch upon a few aspects of this question, since a thorough 
treatment of it would require a speech of its own. 

                                                        

46 Ibid., p. 193. 
47 ITC, 73. 
48 Ibid., 76. 
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C. Contemporary challenges in priestly formation 

1. Promoting a unified vision of the priestly ministry  

In our day, marked as it is by a crisis of priestly identity that doubles as an 
intensification of the crisis of the credibility of ecclesiastical celibacy, the Church 
cannot revive priestly celibacy without offering something more than a reaffirmation 
of its worth and a strengthening of her discipline. 

The integration we attempted of all the traditional motivations for priestly celibacy in 
a Trinitarian, eschatological and nuptial vision of the priestly ministry, within the 
comprehensive horizon of a Eucharistic ecclesiology, seems to me to offer a valid 
alternative to the lack of vision that hinders new vocations and dulls enthusiasm in 
the formation of priests. 

For, beyond pastoral reorganization and the contributions of the human sciences, it is 
enthusiasm for a faith-vision of the mystery of the priesthood that can, even today, 
move young people to commit themselves, in the face of all the opposite trends, in a 
daring, radical and definitive response to the call of Christ 

The life and the ministry of priests reveal their eschatological value to the extent to 
which they affirm the transcendence of Jesus Christ through their disinterested 
service of the communion that is the Church. Through their ministry and lifestyle, 
priests participate in the eschatological love of Jesus. Their enthusiasm is obviously 
nourished by prayer and fidelity. Nevertheless, a Christological vision of the last 
things is often lacking, which would breathe new life into the preaching of the 
Kingdom and reveal the eschatological and ecclesial meaning of the Eucharistic 
mystery. In other words, priests must be indwelt by the splendor of Trinitarian Love. 
This indwelling comes to pass at the heart of the community as the Kingdom in 
becoming. Such a theological and pastoral vision could revive a sense for the gift of 
self and, consequently, for the pertinence of priestly celibacy. 

2. Signposts and criteria for formation in priestly celibacy 49 

It is not by giving in in the face of controversy or lamentation, nor by easing the 
requirements of priestly formation that we will stir up new vocations and motivate 
priests to engage their contemporaries. The holiness of a St. John Vianney depends in 
large measure on the faith-vision that upheld his personal, total, definitive and fruitful 
response to the love of Christ. In other words, it is an awareness of a personal call of 

                                                        

49 The Company of Saint Sulpice, For the Sake of the Kingdom: A Sulpician Approach to Formation in Priestly Celibacy. 
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love, upheld by grace, that is the first condition for succeeding in the overcoming of 
self demanded by priestly celibacy. We can multiply human and technological 
resources all we like, but if there are lingering doubts about the value of the ministry 
and of celibacy, priestly formation will fail to kindle the sacred zeal that burns in holy 
priests. 

In this perspective, it is not by adding to a seminarian’s already overburdened 
curriculum that we will overcome the current crisis. It is rather by assuring that the 
vision of faith underlying the Catholic conception of the priesthood is appropriated, 
and translated into a lifestyle that conforms to the eschatological ministry of Jesus. 
For example, formators would be well-advised to ask themselves whether their 
program of formation, and especially entry into formation, marks with enough clarity 
and force a change in the seminarian’s lifestyle and his commitment to following 
Christ. The responsibility of the bishop is primordial in this regard, and presupposes 
a constant vigilance over the quality of spiritual and intellectual formation, as well as 
sustained personal contact with formators and the seminary community, so as to 
cultivate the fraternal relations that correspond to the collegial nature of the priestly 
ministry. 

That being said, the particular challenges of our time deserve special attention and 
adequate criteria for discernment. First of all, a reaffirmation of the value of priestly 
celibacy presupposes that the importance of marriage and the family is recognized. 
Candidates for the priesthood must be educated in a lifestyle that is properly priestly, 
and which testifies to an authentic affective maturity. To this end, formation should 
encourage the development of sacramental fraternity and friendships among priests. 
Moreover, the conditions of the ministry today include a close collaboration with 
laypeople engaged either in their secular responsibilities or in apostolic activities, or 
with pastoral ministers. This collaboration requires an openness to responsibility 
shared with the laity, as well as discernment and the development of the charisms 
the Spirit stirs up among them for the good of the community. 

The hyper-sexualization of Western culture requires, moreover, careful attention in 
the discernment of vocations, particularly with regard to the psycho-sexual identity 
of candidates, their capacities for relation, their aptitude for the interior life and for 
the concrete practice of charity. The problem of homosexuality and its implications 
for formation in celibacy will be the object of an examination that is both rigorous 
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and respectful of persons, in the spirit of the precise guidelines of the Holy See in this 
matter.50  

On the level of spiritual formation, it would be fitting periodically to verify a 
candidate’s willingness to leave everything and follow Christ generously and without 
conditions, even through trials and renunciations. Although diocesan priests do not 
profess the evangelical counsels, these remain a fundamental criteria for the 
authenticity of a response to Christ. 

Since time is limited during the seminary years to develop all the dimensions of 
priestly formation, seminarians must be educated from the outset to a mindset of 
permanent formation, articulated around the candidate’s personal responsibility and 
the coherence of his choices, with a view to a firm commitment to ongoing formation 
once he is ordained. The example of priests in the ministry and the common activities 
of the diocesan presbyterate should serve to inculcate this mindset.  

Lastly, if the tightening of the behavioral code that governs human relations in the 
pastoral framework has proved to be necessary in the current circumstances, these 
restrictions ought nevertheless to leave room for trust, and for the spontaneity of 
warm fraternal relations in the context of an integral respect for persons and of the 
joy that radiates from an authentic Christian life. 

Conclusion 

Rather than seeking quick solutions for today’s challenges, we chose to deepen our 
understanding of the reasons for the uninterrupted tradition of ecclesiastical 
celibacy. With the support of a theology of the Covenant rooted in the biblical 
symbolism of the wedding feast, and relying on a Christological renewal of 
eschatology, we envisaged priestly ministry and celibacy as an eschatological service 
of the Word of God that extends to the sacramental proclamation of the Paschal 
mystery. That is to say, this service extends to the holy Eucharist, the nuptial mystery 
par excellence of Christ and the Church. 

                                                        

50 Cf. Congregation for Catholic Education, Instruction Concerning the Criteria for the Discernment of Vocations with regard to 
Persons with Homosexual Tendencies in view of their Admission to the Seminary and to Holy Orders, Nov. 4, 2005;  Guidelines 
for the Use of Psychology in the Admission and Formation of Candidates for the Priesthood,” June 28, 2008. 
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Our survey of the Tradition, from the apostles’ form of life to the law of ecclesiastical 
celibacy, supported by serious contemporary studies, revealed a remarkable 
continuity in the perception of the affinities between the priestly ministry, the 
continence of married clerics, and celibacy. Despite some questionable ancient 
justifications for celibacy, and in the face of contestations and periods of decadence, 
the Church always maintained her preference for the perfect continence of her 
ministers, be they married or celibate. The example of the bishop in both the Eastern 
and Western traditions testifies to this. While we acknowledge the value of the 
Eastern Catholic tradition, which retains the choice between a celibate and a married 
clergy, doesn’t the Latin tradition have the responsibility to renew itself, in fidelity to 
its own values, rather than borrowing from elsewhere short-term solutions to 
respond to its pastoral needs? 

In concluding, we can also ask ourselves in what concrete ways this vision can 
revitalize priestly celibacy. Is it realistic and operational enough to respond to the 
challenges facing the ministry and celibacy in our day? First of all, we will say that the 
perspective we have developed places in relief the eschatological significance of 
Jesus’ existence, preaching, and Paschal mystery. Such an approach restores the 
mystery of the priesthood to its rightful place at the heart of a Trinitarian and 
Eucharistic ecclesiology. It has more of a chance of kindling receptivity to the call of 
Christ and enthusiasm for a total and definitive gift of self. In spite of the challenges of 
celibacy and a contemporary situation that makes it harder to live a balanced 
affective life, young people today remain sensitive and open to a great ideal that gives 
meaning to their lives. Shouldn’t seminary formation bank on this capital of nobility 
and generosity? 

As for the urgent pastoral needs that justify, for some, a by now programmatic 
dissociation of celibacy from the priesthood, shouldn’t we confront these challenges 
with a vast new evangelization that would revitalize the faith, rather than demand 
married priests and women priests to fill vacant posts in affected communities? 
Revitalizing the faith through kerygmatic preaching and a renewed witness would be 
more fruitful in the long term than a rapid reorganization of communities with a view 
to solutions that would bring other problems in their wake. The Church’s ecumenical 
experience is instructive in this regard and invites us to prudence rather than to 
questionable imitations. 

The Church lives from the Eucharist, and communities have to be able to nourish 
themselves from it as often as possible. May they mobilize in listening to the Word of 
God, Eucharistic adoration, formation in the Christian life, the testimony of conjugal 



25 

 

fidelity, and prayer for vocations, and God will hear and answer the Church’s desire to 
be loved by priests who are holy witnesses of Christ the Bridegroom. 

The questions and the tensions that traverse the Church at this beginning of the 
millennium point us finally to the gospel, and to the discussion of Jesus’ 
contemporaries about his identity: “Who do the crowds say that I am?... And you, 
what do you say? For you, who am I?” (Lk 9:18, 20). 

Isn’t the question addressed to the Church by the current crisis the same as the one 
Jesus once asked his disciples when the crowds began to leave him: “Do you also 
want to go away?” (John 6:67)? Simon Peter spoke and answered, “Lord, to whom 
should we go? You have the words of everlasting life” (Jn 6:68). 
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