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Stages in a Celibate’s Life

Reverend Bernard R. Binnot, Ph.D.


I miss having kids,” a young priest said to his companion at a recent convocation of priests. “Thank God I don’t have any,’ said a slightly older companion in response, “but I sometimes wonder whether I am giving all I can to life.” It’s a great life,” mused a third, slightly paunchy pastor, “but I sure wish I had someone with whom I could share it.” These three priests, all celibate, are living different celibacies.

Committed celibacy is one lifestyle manifestation of a self-gift. to God. Sacramental marriage is another. While debate about the wisdom of both mandated celibacy and divorceless marriage continues, celibates need meaning to persist, and those considering celibacy need motivation to pursue it.

Celibacy is, for each of us living it, an individual and unique journey heavily conditioned by personality, identity, background, and situation. But the experience is somewhat shared. We can learn from one another. Arid in these challenging times, we must.

Various stage theories about human life provide one context for such sharing.  People have long depicted the “ages” of the life cycle: childhood, youth, maturity, and old age. The prominence of psychology in our own century has made it common to discuss life and its challenges in terms of stages. Because the experience of celibacy changes as one ages, the

celibate journey lends itself to staging.” A person who commits to a celibate life will in fact have several different celibacies. What subdivisions of the celibate journey might illuminate the path and prove helpful to those who walk it?

In stage theory, each stage has a distinctive challenge that persists throughout life. It is prominent in one moment, recessive in another, but always in play. Each stage requires the resolution of its associated challenge, and the resolution achieved carries through into subsequent stages with greater or lesser strength. Life goes on, however we have done. Thus, we learn our ABCs more or less well, and live with the resultant literacy until we die. In subsequent years, earlier challenges may resurface with new strength, requiring renewed attention and possibly better resolution. Ignatius Loyola, for example, went back to school as a mature man to learn better his ABCs. So can it be with celibacy. One’s early resolution of its challenge may require reworking later.

Erik Erikson distinguishes stages in terms of specific dilemmas to be resolved and needs to be managed. The resolution of each dilemma has a distinctive outcome, positive or negative. Erikson’s approach suggests that each stage of celibacy is associated with a distinct dilemma, requires specific strengths for resolution, and cultivates particular virtues. The latter enable the challenge of celibacy to be lived thereafter with success and satisfaction. I shall follow Erikson loosely, distinguishing four stages of celibacy, starting with adolescence.

1. ADOLESCENT CELIBACY


Adolescence in celibacy runs from puberty into the twenties. Its challenges are (1) to develop a vision of life in a celibate mode as worth living and (2) to negotiate the physical pressures of adolescent sexuality in a way that allows one to conceive commitment to celibate life—a difficult task in our self-indulgent and hypersexual culture. This stage corresponds roughly to Erikson’s identity stage.

While sexuality is at play from infancy on, it becomes a matter of personal concern when hormones begin to flow and one’s body demands decisions. In adolescence, the central issue is how one handles physical urges, emotional cravings, imaginative fantasies, and deep-seated psychological desires. Contemporary American culture generally presumes that one’s sexual urges are to be indulged. For those not comfortable with that assumption, there is the popular stance that sexual impulses ought to be controlled, although they aren’t likely to be. Accordingly, current secular wisdom prescribes safety in the form of condoms for boys and abortions for girls. The law, the media, social policies, and parental attitudes all seem to conspire in this direction. Given these circumstances, celibacy hardly has a chance—although it may emerge, as in Saint Augustine, as a reaction to the libertinism that surrounds it and seemingly prevails.

In some quarters—mainly Catholic and conservative Christian ones—the stance on sexual urges is that they definitely should be controlled. Abstinence is promoted, chastity is considered the ideal, and celibacy is a possible (though usually temporary) option.


The personal drama of whether to be sexually active or not is played out daily among America’s adolescents. The further dimensions of that basic dilemma follow (e.g., to be active alone, with another, with many others, with the same or the opposite gender or both). The first stage of celibacy requires a resolution of these dilemmas by not acting on sexual urges at all. One’s grasp of human bodiliness and the meaning of sexuality must allow for the possibility of this decision within the context of a psychologically balanced life. Without such a resolution of the dilemma, one cannot long remain sexually inactive, much less commit oneself Lo lifelong celibacy.


Those who do not negotiate the adolescent challenge in a way that allows for this option will have Lo renegotiate their whole perspective at a later time, as did Augustine, if they are to accept the celibate possibility and decide to live it. The many young people who have successfully waited until marriage Lo become sexually active—together with the young clerics, religious, and laity who have committed themselves to celibacy and who live it honourably—attest Lo the possibility of success in negotiating this stage of celibate life. The strength that derives from its successful resolution is physical celibacy.

2. GENERATIVE CELIBACY

During the celibate’s twenties and early thirties, the dominant challenge is to come to practical psychological terms with the lack of (1) a “life partner” and offspring, at a time when most of one’s peers are defining their lives in those terms; and (2) such things as a home of one’s own, which enables the young adult in America to know that he or she is progressing, growing, maturing. While Erikson proposes intimacy as the next challenge after identity, these celibate years have more to do with generativity.


The second stage of celibate life is constituted around the need to decide about paternity/maternity. Successful resolution of the first stage enables one Lo commit Lo a celibate life, but once embarked on the journey, this further challenge arises.


The person who decides to be sexually active looks for a partner. Often the search is for a physical rather than a psychological partner. This leads to later separation and divorce in many cases. In our culture, the person who opts for sexual activity and chooses a partner is generally constrained to marry that partner, or at least to share a household with him or her. In either case, the psyche faces the challenge of intimacy—of actually coming to terms with another person and making space in one’s own cocoon for that other. Children may or may not enter the equation.

The committed celibate, on the other hand, conducts no search for a physical partner and avoids the type of companionship that is likely to bring forth the issue of sexual involvement. In early adulthood, the celibate tends to be absorbed in the pursuit of the education and training required to permanently enter the community he or she has chosen as the context for living a meaningful, sexually inactive life.


Until thirty years ago, the settings of formation for a celibate life reduced the challenges of intimacy by forbidding exclusive friendships and restricting family contacts. Today finds more openness Lo these dimensions in the aspirant’s life, but systematic assistance in the integration of dose friends and even family into celibate living is exceptional even today. This illustrates that clerical and religious cultures are open to the dynamics of human relationship in celibate life

but unskilled and uncertain about what to do with them. In any case, young adults pursuing celibate life generally do not face the deep challenge of intimacy. The same may be true even of older candidates.


The young priest or religious moving into ministry is likely to be engaged quickly by young families with children or to encounter earlier-life companions in the company of their children. At some point this evokes in the now maturing celibate an awareness that the years of generating children are limited and that if one is ever going to contribute to the human community in that way, “now is the time. The primary prompting here is neither physical nor psychological but comparative and mortal. The general sense in our culture that one should have children by the age of 40 (especially in women, but valid also for many men) if at all, is part of it. Realizing that the years of generating children are passing rapidly is perhaps one of our earliest intimations of mortality. It is a personal and rather solitary awakening. Erikson’s stage of generativity in its full dimension is not the issue, for his dynamic is deeper and broader than the mere generation of offspring.


The celibate’s dilemma is comparative. It derives from visiting parish families and/or one’s siblings, seeing their homes as the settings within which they are raising chi1d1en who are full of life, and realizing that the generators of that life are no older than oneself, perhaps even younger. When the celibate returns to the rectory or convent (or, today, possibly apartment or cabin), he or she may feel empty and insignificant. This experience may prompt the celibate to want children of his or her own. This challenges the meaning and value of the celibate commitment.

Resolution of this stage requires that the celibate accept more deeply the radical individuality and mortality of his or her existence. The celibate must realize that the choice of celibacy entails not only sexual inactivity but the lack of generativity. That may have been a thought before; it is an ache now. It may hurt so much that the individual has to revisit the commitment, arguing that he or she never realized what giving up childbearing meant. Resolution of this crisis forces the celibate toward Erikson’s generativity in its fuller meaning: assuming responsibility not just for the generation and nurturance of one’s own offspring but also for the community as a whole, for the life and education and well-being of the next generation and all future generations, for the culture, for faith-hope-love of the planet, for the church, for the Kingdom. At this stage, the celibate must accept the fact that celibacy is not only sexual inactivity but also paternal maternal inactivity. It is continence and barrenness, and to that the celibate freely, and eventually happily, says yes.

Happy and vital young adult priests and religious in parishes and institutions across the country witness to the continuing possibility of success in negotiating celibate life during these years. The virtue deriving from successful resolution of this stage is generative celibacy.


In the adolescent stage, when physical celibacy is the challenge, others are a factor as potential partners in physical sexuality. In early adulthood, others of the apposite gender are a factor as potential partner in parenting. In both instances, others are not the focus of the decision that typically must be made. But in the next stage, others as individual persona become the crux of the celibate challenge.

3. INTIMATE CELIBACY


The years between the mid-thirties and the mid-to late fifties challenge a celibate to come to practical terms with (i) the need to share one’s inner life with other persons far whom one cares and (2) the consequent desire to enter into intimate companionship with such individuals. This development has much to do with Erikson’s intimacy stage.

The challenge here is the want /desire/need of the celibate for companionship, some one(s) with whom to share life daily. The issue is not sex, not children and family; the issue is intimacy. At this stage of life (generally one’s forties and fifties), when Erikson would perceive most persons as dealing with the issue of generativity in the deeper sense, the celibate must come to terms with his or her aloneness, solitariness, and perhaps isolation. The issue is not loneliness, which is a universal human experience; nor is it solitude, which the praying celibate has presumably found to be a positive dimension of life. The issue is the realization that the person and one’s life are not shared intimately with anyone else, and this condition is felt to be a great privation. It can seem an unnecessary one, even a senseless condition that needlessly delimit oneself and renders one shallow.

As one matures, one realizes that the most precious reality on earth is  personhood. One desires to share one’s personhood, in its fullness and depth, with others—and wants others to do so too. And one learns that this is a rare and costly achievement. One sees that however rich is the experience of meaningful sharing with many—in parish or school, presbyterate or community even the Eucharist—ultimate intimacy is person to person, one to one, or at most, one to few, as in a family—as in the Trinity. And the - celibate, in mature adulthood, must often face the

fact that he or she does not have much intimacy.


In earlier stages, the practicalities of celibacy and/or its idealism make sense and support the commitment made. People who are sexually active must assume responsibility for partners and potential children and must have an economic base that enables them to meet such consequences. These same factors play out in favour of celibacy as one struggles through the crisis of wanting a family. The celibate can recognize that the demands of spouse and children would be very difficult to balance with the requirements of religious life as he or she has experienced it to that point. Early in their ministry most celibates throw themselves totally into the requirements of their role. It absorbs everything they are willing in give—and, at times, more than they can wisely afford.


But in the stage of mature adulthood, when intimacy is the challenge, the practicalities are not as persuasive and supportive of the celibate decision. Indeed, they may argue in favour of the opposite. One has become comfortable with one’s awn body and does not fear it but appreciate it as something powerfully good, even if sexually inactive. One has learned that intimacy does not require sexual expression, even if it yearns for it at times. One has come to terms with it  and has accepted the decision not to have a family. One has perceived the deeper and more significant generativity one’s life can have—and perhaps has even tasted some of the goodness of being as generative or has been recognized far it. One knows the requirement of ministry and has learned to manage them in a balanced way. And in the midst of all this, one possesses a profound desire for intimacy, coupled with a sense that it can be had without threatening continence, dedication to ministry, or communion with God. In fact, one senses that opening to the intimacy of companionship enhances the celibate and the quality of his or her celibacy. The ability to welcome others into one’s life and to share day-to-day existence with them does not force a retraction of the commitment but enables a more meaningful and personally generous living of it.


Far many, this is the most challenging stage of celibacy and the one most difficult to negotiate within current church structures. Far if the celibate is no longer warned about intimate friendships, he or she is still not helped much to have them by the ecclesial and ecclesiastical context. Mature adulthood is a place where we still have much to learn. It is a stage in which celibacy has suffered massive casualties.


If successful negotiation of adolescence results in physical celibacy (an ability in be wholly human without being sexually active and without feeling detracted or frustrated), and if successful negotiation of early adulthood issues results in generative celibacy (an ability to be productive and responsible without becoming a parent and/or feeling deprived or incomplete), the successful negotiation of mature adulthood should result in intimate celibacy—an ability to be a life-sharing friend of others without being married and without violating one’s  self-gift to God, either physically or psychologically.

4. INTEGRAL CELIBACY


The years between the late fifties and retirement or death challenge the celibate (1) to maintain meaning and hope when the summation of one’s contribution to the human community is increasingly near; (2) to come in terms not only with the question of uselessness now but also with the usefulness of the whole; (3) to find reason to push on as one’s friends and peers retire or die; and (4) to face personal worth and significance when there is no one intimately present with whom one has shared it all and/or with whom to strike out in new direction, nor anyone to care far or to depend on for care. This stage corresponds to Eriksson’s eighth and final stage, that of wisdom.


As our population ages, the field of gerontology is distinguishing a raft of challenges facing the elderly. The celibate too should anticipate some new crises at this point, even if he or she has negotiated the earlier challenges more or less successfully. In one’s senior years, the dilemmas faced during earlier struggles can still be provoked. An uncle of mine, a Jesuit priest until his death from cancer and a veteran of twenty-four years in the missionary field of India, once told me the story of a young Jesuit asking an old Jesuit when the struggle with celibacy would get easier. “When you get to be about 60,” replied the older Jesuit, himself in his mid-sixties. Just then, a beautiful woman walked past the bench on which the two were sitting. “Better make that 70,” the older man said. And the older I get, the more that story rings true.


The senior years surely bring special challenge for celibates. One major factor is whether they continue to have reason to contribute to life. A person who is a spouse, parent, and grandparent has a continuing physical bond with life as it unfolds in new generation. Celibates lack that connection and so may feel dissociated, tired, done. Those who have lived celibacy as an institutional requirement but are now not institutionally needed will, I think, lack reasons to stay involved with life. They will at best play on as occasional functionaries or wither away or go for courses or in retirement homes.


On the other hand, those who have lived celibacy meaningfully at every stage are more likely to face the challenges to celibacy in their final years with an understanding of the profound meaning and warmth of their lives, and they will positively cherish their new experiences, including new opportunities to share that wisdom. Such persons will remain present to the community. They will stay involved physically, generatively, and intimately, with a creative potency that will crown their lives and bring great blessing to the people with whom they share.


Pope John XXIII and Mother Teresa, together with thousands of retired priests and religious, witness the possibility of success in negotiating this stage of celibate life. Their lives question the isolation in celibate retirees (even before they need special care) from the pastoral fields through which they have walked and in which they have grown into full celibate personhood. Such isolation seems less than the best context for helping old celibates to live out this final stage of their lives. The strength or virtue deriving from a successful handling of this stage can be called integral celibacy.

A LIFELONG EFFORT


Anyone considering a commitment to lifelong celibacy will do well, today more than ever, to face as fully as possible its lifelong dynamics and to give it ongoing reflection. To do less is to proceed naively and to subject a precious (if battered) ideal to unmerited risk. For celibacy is not a one-time decision. Considering celibacy in terms of stages enables such probing preview and life long review.

Maturity in celibacy is a matter of achieving the virtue of each stage and all images. Mastering any one dimension of the challenge is not to be fully celibate. There is more to celibacy than being sexually inactive, unmarried, barren, living alone, or all these conditions together. Each stage requires its own special motivation and has its own rationale. Our lives have to make sense to us if we are to have them make sense to others and survive the challenges to our chosen way. Because the challenges shift as we age, the rationale that makes sense is likely to shift also. Thus, to live celibacy well is to undergo continuous conversion.


When celibacy is experienced predominantly as a burdensome cross, the burden is often not so much its requirement in themselves as it is the lack of a sufficiently motivating rationale for living the celibate life. A lack of inner support makes the “cross” unbearable. Knowing the source of celibacy’s weight at any given stage can help us find meaning in living its gravity. The meaning that sustain us at one stage, like bricks in a building of enduring worth, may need serious renewal at another stage if they are in retain their value. In our era, meanings that arise from our inner experience as human beings may carry more motivational weight than meanings that derive from scripture (“eunuchs for the kingdom of God,” one eventually learnt, is not about celibacy) or tradition (arguments for the “apostolic origin” of clerical celibacy may intrigue for a while, but they are not conclusive or compelling) or discipline (institutional policies and requirements do not adequately motivate personal behaviour over a lifetime, although they may provide helpful reinforcement at different points along the way.


I have written from the perspective of a 52-year-old diocesan priest. I consider myself to be in the mature adulthood stage of life, in which the dominant challenge is the need for intimate sharing in a celibate mode and the consequent desire for a lifestyle that will allow the kind of companionship associated with such sharing. I conceive myself to have passed through the prior two stages with some success, some weakness. I can only project myself into senior adulthood and its challenges. I here these reflections in the hope that they might be helpful to others, especially my brothers in the diocesan priesthood.


Worthwhile as I believe such analysis of mine to be, the key driving force, in and through all the stages of my celibate journey, had been and remains the person of Jesus. A chief reason for being celibate— and often, for me, the only finally motivating one— is that Jesus was celibate. That works especially well until one is about 33 years old—after which one increasingly faces the argument that Jesus never had to live through the challenges we face.


Then again, perhaps Jesus faced and negotiated all the same challenges. While I can identify no clear assertions of Jesus’ physical celibacy, the gospel and tradition presume it while providing rich evidence of the generativity, intimacy, and wisdom of his celibate life. The example of Mary and Joseph, Paul and John, and the legion of honourable celibates through the ages can also be helpful. But these individuals ultimately inspire mainly in their following of Jesus, the celibate.

- Father Bernard R. Binnot, Ph.D.
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