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Celibacy and Tradition

Preface

In 1978 the Natipnal Conference of Catholic Bishops' Committee
on Priestly Life and Ministry decided to undertake a study of Human
Sexuality and the Ordained Priesthood. This decision was reached in
response to concerns expressed to the Committee and as a service to
the bishops and priests of the United States. As an initial step the
Committee commissioned six papers to provide the necessary background material for its work. These papers were to consider the positions, analyses and respected opinions on various aspects of the question. Prepared by competent professionals, they proved helpful to the
Committee and seemed likely to be of interest to a wider audience as
well. The Committee therefore suggested that the authors submit them
for publication. This was done, with the result that Chicago Studies is
now making them available in one issue. As presented herein, the papers represent the opinions of the various authors and not necessarily
those of the Committee. Hopefully, however, they will contribute to a
fuller dialogue about a significant dimension of the life and ministry
of the priest.
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Well into the jourth century, the
majority oj Bishops. priests and
deacons were married. The author
traces the beginnings oj the discipline
of Celibacy and its development to
our own day.

There are a few major disagreements among scholars as to the history of the legislation on clerical celibacy. Well into the fourth century, the majority of the clergy (bishops, presbyters, and deacons)
were married and exercised their marriages even after ordination.
From early in the fourth century, marriages after ordination were regulated and eventually forbidden, and rules were enacted forbidding
the ordination of digamists and of those who had married women
whose virginity could not be presumed.
In the same century, there first appears legislation prohibiting the
clergy from continuing to exercise their marriage rights. The council
of Elvira (306), it seems, forbade, under pain of deposition, "bishops,
presbyters, and deacons, that is, all the clergy once ordained, from
having relations with their wives and from fathering children." Near
the end of the century, Pope Siricius at least twice repeated the prohibition, defended it, and sought to extend its application as widely as
possible. In the fifth century, Popes Innocent I and Leo [ restated the
arguments and conclusion of Siricius, and a series of local councils
confirmed them in various regions of the Western Church.
In the East, a different discipline prevailed. It received its final form
in the Council of Trullo (692), which regulated that none of the higher
clergy could marry after ordination and that only virgins or men who
would separate from their wives could be ordained bishops.
In the Western Church, however, the "law of continence" (as it was
5
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called), was consistently repeated throughout the early Middle Ages,
despite the apparently rather general failure of the clergy to keep it.
The restoration of clerical continence was one of the main goals and
chief accomplishments of the Gregorian Reform, The development
was completed when the Second Lateran Council (1139) declared the
nullity of a marriage attempted by a cleric. Despite several efforts
made since to challenge and to change it, the Western Church has consistently maintained the discipline of clerical celibacy. The first general exception to this rule was made when the diaconate was restored
after the Second vatican Council and married men were placed under
no obligation to practice continence after ordination.
The history of celibacy, of course, is not simply the history of the
Church's legislation in this area, but must also include the history of
clerical practice: the very frequency with which the law was repeated is
itself an indication that the practice did not correspond to the law,
Some of the historical literature gives information on the degree to
which the discipline was kept by the clergy. The periods of least observance seem to have been the Middle Ages, particularly the years before the Gregorian Reform and those before the Reformation. The period of greatest observance seems to have been the centuries since the
Council of Trent legislated a reform of the clergy. The most vigorous
debates on the subject took place in the late fourth century, during the
Gregorian Reform, at the time of the Reformation, and in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
The scholarly consensus on the history of the legislation is not paralleled with regard to the motives that were operative in the history
nor with regard to their value. Perhaps the best way to present these
debates is to mention an example of early papal legislation, to review
the reasons given in this and in other early papal documents on clerical
continence, to review other factors proposed to explain its origin, and
then to summarize how those motives and factors operated in subsequent efforts to enforce and to defend the legislation.
HISTORY OF THE LEGISLATION

Whether written by Damasus or Siricius, the first Roman legislation
with regard to clerical continence occurs in a response to questions
posed by the bishops of Gaul. It probably dates from circa 385.
Further examples of early papal legislation are to be found in texts
addressed by Pope Siricius to Himerius of Tarragona and to a Roman
Synod of 386, as well as in two decretals of Innocent I.
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A brief consideration of their argument may help us form a judgment about the disputes among scholars as to the motives and factors
that influenced the development of the legislation.
The several documents in which Pope Siricius, Innocent I, and Leo
I imposed the law of clerical continence are built upon the following
foundations:
1. The Scriptures. The popes appeal to both Testaments in defense
of their law. Besides a vague reference to Adam's transgression, they
refer to Lev. 20:7 ("Be holy, even as I, the Lord your God, am holy,")
and to the practice of Old Testament priests of separating from their
wives when engaged in the ministry. All of the New Testament texts
come from the Pauline literature: the distinction between life in the
Spirit and life in the flesh (Rm. 8:8-9, 13:14; 1 Cor. 15:50); the discussion of marriage and celibacy in 1 Cor. 7:5,7:29; the Church "without
spot or wrinkle" (Eph. 5:27); Tit. 1: 15: ("For the pure all things are
pure, but for the defiled and unbelieving nothing is pure"). The regulation that the clergyman must be "the husband of one wife" (1 Tm.
3:2) is interpreted to forbid digamy and not to permit sexual relations
after ordination.
2. Tradition. The first decretal of Siricius maintains that "the Fathers" require the clergy to keep "bodily continence." Scholars do not
agree on the interpretation of this general reference.
3. Pagan practice. Siricius twice refers to the practice of continence
by pagan priests: "When idolaters perform their impieties and sacrifice to demons, they impose continence from women on themselves ... ,and do you ask me if a priest of the true God, about to offer spiritual sacrifices, must constantly be pure or if, wholly given over
to the flesh, he may attend to the cares of the flesh?"
4. Reason. Siricius also claims that "sound reason" requires continence, but he does not appear to give the reason.
5. Ministerial responsibilities. Two of these are adduced: daily celebration of the sacraments and the need to give guidance and example
to virgins and to widows.
6. Ecclesiology. If the Church is to be "without spot or blemish"
when Christ returns, it must shine with the "splendor of chastity."
7. Ritual purity. This appears to be the chief motive in these documents; it is the one most often cited and it provides the link among all
the other reasons. It is neatly stated by Siricius: "If intercourse is a defilement (si commixtio po l/utio est), it goes without saying that a priest
must remain ready to perform his heavenly duty, so that he does not
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find himself unworthy when he must plead for the sins of others ....
That is why, my dear friends, the mystery of God must not be entrusted to men of this sort, defiled and unbelieving (Tit. I: 15), in whom the
body's holiness has been polluted by filth and incontinence." The argument is a fortiori: If pagan priests, if Levitical priests, if Christian
laypeople must abstain from sexual activity when engaged in prayer,
how much more must priests of the new and spiritual Covenant!
OTHER

MOTIVES

While the papal interventions represent a legislative innovation in
the fourth century, it was prepared for by a series of developments in
the life and thinking of the Church. These developments are particularly emphasized by those scholars who disagree that ritual purity was
the only or even the chief motive behind the new legislation. Several of
them are mentioned in the literature.
1. The first of these is the growing exaltation of virginity. In the
first two centuries, there were already many Christians, both clergy
and laity, who devoted themselves to virginity or to continence in widowhood. Their number seems to have increased significantly during
the third and fourth centuries, especially with the spread of monasticism; and a whole literature grew up which provided a defense of their
choice and counsels for its practice. Virginity was presented as an anticipation of the angelic life of heaven and as a life-long substitute for
the glories of martyrdom, with which the establishment of Christianity under Constantine no longer served as the primary sign that God's
Kingdom is not of this world.
2. The exaltation of virginity often entailed a certain, at least relative, disparagement of sexuality and marriage. The Pauline texts on
marriage and celibacy were interpreted to mean that a virginal or continent life was a superior form of Christianity and that marriage, while
not in itself evil, was at best a lesser good. Texts on the "disadvantages
of marriage" were often borrowed from pagan poets and philosophers
in order to encourage virgins and widows to refrain from marriage. A
Stoic suspicion of sexuality is also often reflected, as when writers restrict the use of marriage to procreation and more than suggest that
the pleasures of sexuality involve some taint of sin. The Encratite condemnation of sex and marriage is generally repudiated, but some
scholars wonder if it did not exert some influence, particularly where
sexuality is described as an animal or bestial activity.
3. The third and fourth centuries also saw a remarkable sacraliza-
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tion of the 11)inistry.Particularly from the time of Cyprian on, the
Christian clergy were referred to in the vocabulary of the Old Testament priesthood, and various pieces of legislation sought to separate
their lives from those of the lai ty in order to assure their special and
distinctive "holiness."
4. This development accompanied the growing practice of celebrating the Eucharist daily. While there is evidence of daily celebrations
during persecutions, all of the other evidence for this practice dates
from the last years of the fourth century and is found in the same writers who were the strongest defenders of clerical continence.
5. In a few of the authors who counselled virginity or continence,
the argument from availability was used: the celibate can devote himself undistractedly to God. This argument is not found in the legislative texts of the period, however, perhaps because married men were
not required and were sometimes forbidden to separate from their
wives and children after ordination.
6. In some exhortations, there is also an argument from spiritual
paternity: that the virgin or celibate chooses to generate children for
God rather than for the world.
7. Economic considerations appear rarely and do not appear to
have been a major factor, at least in the early history.
The debate among scholars concerns the relative importance to be
assigned to these developments and motives in comparison with the
notion of ritual purity. Audet, Gryson, and Denzler particularly stress
the latter. But Crouzel, Strickler, and others, while admitting that
other motives do not playa great role in the legislative texts, insist that
such texts cannot be properly understood except in the light of the
other developments and the motives they imply. Gryson's response to
this criticism is that the other motives appear chiefly in exhortations to
virginity or continence among the clergy, but that the only factor visible in the texts that impose continence as a law is that of ritual purity.
LATER HISTORY

In succeeding centuries, the defense of clerical celibacy echoed the
themes already employed by the fourth and fifth century popes. The
argument from tradition is, of course, much further developed, and
economic considerations sometimes playa greater role; but the central
arguments are the same: the superiority of a continent life to marriage
and ritual purity. These motives prevail in the disputes at the time of
the Gregorian Reform, at the Council of Trent, and in the nineteenth
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century controversies. In fact, there is a remarkable similarity in the
arguments brought forth on both sides of the debate from the fourth
century to the twentieth. In the argument against celibacy, recent centuries have seen a greater use of the argument that a celibate life is
either unnatural or impossible. But the greatest development in the
content of the debate seems to have come from the defenders of celibacy who in the twentieth century have gradually abandoned or at
least greatly modified the argument from the superiority of virginity
and from ritual Plliity. This development must now be noted.
Pius X's exhortations to priestly chastity are too general to be helpful to this review. Benedict XV defended clerical celibacy shortly after
the First World War. Pius XI spoke on the topic several times. A first
text particularly stressed the purity required in the priest.
There is an extended discussion of celibacy in his encyclical on the
priesthood. After an appeal to reason ("Since 'God is Spirit' [In. 4:24],
it seems only right and proper that the person who dedicates himself to
God's service should, as it were, 'divest himself of his body,' ") the
pope recalled the example of pagan and Old Testament priests, the
teaching of Christ on virginity, Paul's teaching on the undivided heart,
testimonies of the Eastern Fathers, and then offered his own summary
and conclusion:
"What an ornament clerical celibacy is to the Christian priesthood,
and how right and proper is the law that enjoins it, is evident from the
very sublimity or, to use the phrase of St. Epiphanius, the "unbelievable honor and dignity" of the priesthood .... Since the work he does
is in a way of a more exalted kind than that of the angels who stand
before the Lord, should not the priest live an angelic life insofar as it is
possible for him to do so? Is it not right that he who is totally dedicated to the things of the Lord should be detached from those of earth
and have his conversation in heaven? Continuing as he does our divine
Savior's work of redemption, the one unceasing purpose of his life
ought to be the salvation of souls. Is it not right that he should free
himself from family cares and preoccupations which would absorb no
small part of his energies?"
In his encyclical on virginity, Pope Pius XII proposed two reasons
for clerical celibacy:
"In order that her sacred ministers may acquire this spiritual liberty
of soul and body and avoid becoming involved in earthly business, the
Latin Church demands that they should freely and willingly submit to
the obligation of perfect chastity ....
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Another point to consider is that sacred ministers do not renounce
marriage solely because of their apostolic ministry, but also because
they serve the altar."
In the same encyclical, the pope vigorously defended "the doctrine
of the excellence of virginity and celibacy and of their superiority to
marriage," which he stated was revealed by Christ and Paul, unanimously held by the Fathers and Doctors of the Church, and "solemnly
defined as a dogma of divine faith" at the Council of Trent.
VATICAN COUNCIL

II

The defense of clerical celibacy by these twentieth century popes
does not differ greatly from that offered in earlier centuries. The defense began to take on a new form at the Second Vatican Council,
however. Virginity or celibacy was first mentioned in the chapter on
the laity, where it was described as "perfect continence for the sake of
the Kingdom of heaven" and was said to have been held in high honor
by the Church as a sign of and stimulus to charity and a special source
of spiritual fruitfulness in the world" (Lumen Gentium 42). In the Decree on the Ministry and Life of Presbyters, the Council was careful to
point out that celibacy "is not demanded by the very nature of the
priesthood" and, while commending celibacy, to declare its respect for
the alternate tradition of the Eastern Church. In discussing the "manysided fittingness" of celibacy. the Council made the following comprehensive statement:
"Through virginity or celibacy for the sake of the Kingdom of heaven, presbyters are consecrated to Christ in a new and special way; they
more easily hold fast to him with an undivided heart; they more freely
devote themselves in and through him to the service of God and men:
they more readily serve his Reign and the work of heavenly regeneration; and thus, they became more apt to exercise a paternity in Christ
and do so to a greater extent" (Presbyterorum Ordinis, 16).
By themselves the conciliar texts already reveal a significant shift in
the way in which celibacy is defended; but this impression is greatly
strengthened when it is noted that the commission which drafted this
text and presented it to the Council members at every point refused
amendments which would have expressed or even insinuated earlier
emphases. Thus, the commission refused an amendment which would
have implied that celibacy derived from the priesthood as from a
source, for this would mean that "all priests must necessarily be celi-
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bates, which cannot be affirmed." Another amendment would have
associated celibacy with the priest's sublime function of offering to
God, in persona Christi, the sacrifice of the passion and death of the
Lamb without stain." The commission's response was clear and firm:
"The suggestion cannot be accepted." Another amendment wanted it
said that celibacy, because it represents a victory of the spirit over the
flesh, gives a keener sense of spiritual realities. The commission replied that it is the virtue of chastity and not celibacy by itself that gives
that keener sense and that "what makes a person dearer to God is a superior degree of charity, and this can obviously be lived out in a marriage." The commission refused another amendment because it would
have suggested-that married priests fulfill their mission less well, a second because it implied that married priests do not consecrate themselves fully to their functions, and a third because it suggested that
married people cannot attain a perfect love of Christ. In these replies
the commission was reflecting not only the Council's insistence in Lumen Gentium that all Christians are called to holiness, but also its.
strong assertion in Gaudium et Spes, 49, that "the actions within marriage by which the couple are intimately and chastely united are noble
and worthy and, exercised in a truly human manner, symbolize and
promote that mutual self-giving by which spouses enrich each other
with a joyful and thankful will."
Lastly, the Council, when it voted to restore the diaconate as a permanent ministry in the Church, left open the possibility of ordaining
mature married men to that office, although celibacy was to be required of any young men judged suitable (Lumen Gentium, 29).
POPE PAUL

VI

Pope Paul VI had requested the Council not to debate clerical celibacy because he intended to address the issue himself. In Sacerdotalis
Coelibatus, the pope frankly listed a number of objections which were
being made to the discipline, including the argument that "the reasons
justifying the perfect chastity of the Church's ministers seem often to
be based on an overpessimistic view of man's earthly condition or on a
certain notion of the purity necessary for contact with sacred things"
(#6). The pope nowhere explicitly responds to this criticism, although
he does acknowledge that "the explicit reasons have differed with different mentalities and different situations." His Christological, ecclesiological, and eschatological reasons for celibacy were introduced as
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"the more fundamental motives" that underlay "the specifically Christian considerations" that always inspired the discipline (see #18). It is
not surprising that Pope Paul's encyclical does not mention ritual
purity as a motive, since his own teaching on sexuality and marriage in
Humanae Vitae represents a substantial development (not to say correction) of the view of sexuality often reflected when that motive was
invoked in the past.
The controversy over clerical celibacy was not put to rest by Pope
Paul's encyclical, and the topic was fully discussed at the 1971 Synod
of Bishops. The document issued by the Synod avoids any suggestion
that celibacy rests upon a negative view of sex or marriage or upon a
need for ritual purity. Its arguments are anthropological, theological,
and eschatological, and special attention is given to the "availability"
which celibacy permits the priest. By a vote of 168 to 3, the Synod
voted that "the law of priestly celibacy existing in the Latin Church is
to be kept in its entirety." When given the opportunity to do so, the
Synod voted 107 to 87 not to support the Pope's making exceptions to
the law in particular cases.
Finally, Pope John Paul II has recently reaffirmed the law of clerical celibacy. His letter is less an argument in defense of the practice
than an invitation and exhortation to priests to remain faithful to it.
He expressly refuses the view that celibacy is based on a devaluation of
"marriage and the vocation to family life" or on a "Manichean contempt for the human body and its functions." Celibacy exists in the
Church, the Pope argues, so that alongside the great gift of marriage,
there will also be realized in the Church "in the correct proportion,
that other 'gift,' the gift of celibacy for the sake of the Kingdom of
heaven." Finally, the Pope associates celibacy with the priest's spiritual fatherhood and motherhood, and with the freedom of the priest's
heart for the service of the Church (#8).
It appears, thus, that in the last twenty-five years, ritual purity has
been dropped from the list of reasons offered in defense of clerical celibacy. At Vatican II and in subsequent documents, care is also taken
to avoid suggesting that virginity or celibacy.represent a superior form
of Christian life or that it makes possible a degree of holiness to which
the married are not also called. In place of these motives, emphasis
falls upon the Christological, ecclesiological and eschatological significance of celibacy and on its relationship with the total dedication in
God and total availability to the Church that are required of a priest.
At the same time, it should be remembered that their vigorous de-
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fense of the traditional discipline has not prevented recent popes from
making certain exceptions to it. Pius XII initiated these by permitting
a Lutheran pastor who had converted to Catholicism to be ordained
and to continue in a normal marriage. It has recently been claimed
that the same pope "encouraged bishops in Europe to ordain married
men for the ministry of the Church" (A. M. Stickler). In Sacerdotalis
Coelibatus, Paul VI allowed a study "of the particular circumstances
of married sacred ministers of Churches or other Christian communities separated from the Catholic communion, and of the possibility of
admitting to priestly functions those who desire to adhere to the fullness of this communion and to continue to exercise the sacred ministry" (#42). This pope, too, is said to have made it clear "that if the
hierarchy of this country (England) were to decide to ordain married
men, he would not stand in their way." Mention has already been
made of the fact that married men ordained to the diaconate are not
required to live continent lives. While the unmarried must promise celibacy before ordination to the diaconate and those who are widowed
after ordination may not remarry, permission has been given in several cases for the latter to marry again. This is as significant a departure from the law which the Western Church has in common with the
East as the absence of the requirement of continence in married deacons is from the Western Church's own tradition since the fourth century.

THE QUESTION OF TRADITION

Interlaced with the contemporary discussion of the history and
value of clerical celibacy is the large question of the nature of the
Church's tradition. Before briefly addressing that issue itself, it might
be well to indicate the elements that constitute the particular case of
the tradition of mandatory clerical celibacy. Three may be mentioned:
the "fittingness" of celibacy to ordained ministry; the obligatory character of their association in the Western Church; the reasons offered
in defense of the first two.

"FITTING" AND OBLIGATORY

With regard to the "fittingness" of celibacy to the priesthood, there
is little disagreement in general, although the explanation of the fit-
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tingness varies considerably in both official and controversial literature. Moreover, the more concrete this argument becomes, the more
some commentators are tempted to propose reasons for the "fittingness" of a married clergy as well.
The obligatory character of the law of clerical celibacy in the Western Church has been a matter of controversy since the fourth century.
On the one side are those who insist that celibacy is a char ism distinct
from that of the ordained ministry, that it cannot be presumed that
both gifts will be given to the same person, and that the law therefore
infringes on the freedom both of God who gives the gifts and of those
who may receive one gift but not the other. On the other side are those
who insist on the right of the Church to regulate whom it will or will
not receive into its ministry, on the freedom with which a person presents himself for ordination, and on the need to trust that God will
generously provide the gift of celibacy to as many ministers as the
Church should need.
Finally, a consideration of the reasons offered in defense of the association of celibacy and priesthood and of its obligatory character is
rather complex. Pope Paul VI distinguished between "the explicit reasons," which he admits have "differed with different mentalities and
different situations," "the specifically Christian considerations which
he said have always inspired the explicit reasons," and "the more fundamental motives" which he said underlie the specifically Christian
considerations. Unfortunately, the pope did not indicate very clearly
what those "reasons," "considerations," and "motives" are nor how an
interpreter of the traditions is to go about differentiating each set.
As has already been pointed out, the scholars disagree about the
reasons, considerations, and motives that prevailed in the course of
the tradition. Even among those who argue that specifically Christian
considerations and motives in fact prevailed, there is a good deal of
agreement that they were often mixed in with such motives as ritual
purity and a disparaging view of sexuality and marriage. They appear
to argue that the genuine motives can be distinguished from the ungenuine cultural considerations and can by themselves found the traditional discipline. Some of them also suggest that there may be insights
in those other factors which should not be lost sight of when the latter
are criticized. Henri Crouzel, for example, after citing Henry Chadwick's assertion that "the celibacy of the priest is one of the oldest and
most deeply rooted requirements in the history of mankind," remarks:
"So universal a custom cannot be completely contrary to reason; it
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must make some kind of sense. A comparative study of the different
justifications offered by different religions and civilizations would be
instructive. "
On the other hand, there are those who see such distinctions as
those proposed by Pope Paul as beclouding the issue and as efforts to .
save face. They do not deny that there can be legitimate reasons why a
person would choose to live his ministry celibately. They simply argue
that historically the obligatory association of ordination and celibacy
rested upon motives which the Church has since repudiated, and that
the needs of the Church today and a more adequate understanding of
the relationship between ministry and the Church both suggest that
the obligatory association should be dissolved. Some of them would
also argue that such a conclusion can be reached without the Church's
having to repudiate its tradition as either sinful or erroneous. Others
are not so sure, but their view of the Church enables them to entertain
the possibility of such a repudiation.
It is clear that these last differences reflect differing assessments not
only of the history of celibacy but also of the nature and character of
the Church's tradition. Pope Paul was especially sensitive to this issue
in his encyclical on celibacy. Not only could the Western Church not
"weaken her faithful observance of her own tradition," he wrote, but
"it is unthinkable that for centuries she has followed a path which, instead of favoring the spiritual richness of individual souls and of the
People of God, has in some way compromised it, or that she has with
arbitrary juridical prescriptions stifled the free expansion of the most
profound realities of nature and of grace" (#41). While there, no
doubt, have been some critics of the discipline of celibacy who would
use such sharp and negative language, there are others whose criticisms and calls for a change in the discipline are not fairly reflected in
the pope's language.
It remains that there are substantive differences with regard to the
meaning of tradition. There are many people in the Church today,
scholars and others, who believe that the tradition is to be found by
studying its historical monuments. If this shows that a certain discipline is based on views that the Church now expressly repudiates, then
St. Cyprian's dictum that consuetudo sine veritate vetustas erroris est
should apply and the Church may feel free to change the discipline.
On the other hand, there are many people, scholars and others, who
argue that the Church's tradition may rest upon insights or instincts
that can never be adequately articulated in discursive language, and
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that the mere fact of a centuries-long tradition must at least caution
against change and may even exclude it altogether.
The contrast so stated is not, of course, present only in the case of
the traditional discipline of clerical celibacy; and the case might even
be made that it accounts for a good deal of the post-conciliar troubles
of the Catholic Church. The issue of clerical celibacy is only another
practical reminder that churchmen, theologians, scholars and others
owe it to the Church to begin to work together to reach a happier solution than has so far been realized.
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