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Stages of celibate life

We all go through different stages of life: childhood, adolescence, adulthood and old age; so do we in celibate life. Celibacy changes its mode of expression as one ages. Each stage has its own challenge that requires resolution. Celibate life can be divided into four stages: 1. adolescent celibacy, 2. generative celibacy, 3. intimate celibacy, 4. integral celibacy.

1.Adolescent celibacy: 

The period runs from puberty into the twenties (14-24 years). An adolescent celibate faces two major challenges in early days of his/her seminary/ religious life. 1)He/she has to develop a vision of life in a celibate mode as worth living. 2)He/she has to negotiate  the physical pressures of adolescent sexuality in such a way that it allows him/her to conceive a commitment to celibate life. It is a difficult task in our self-indulgent and hypersexual  culture. This stage corresponds roughly to Erikson’s identity stage.
In adolescence, the central issue is how one handles physical/sexual urges, emotional cravings, imaginative fantasies, and deep-seated psychological desires. The personal drama of whether to be sexually active or not is played out daily among the adolescents of our cities in particular.  The first stage of celibacy requires a resolution of these dilemmas by remaining sexually (physical sex) inactive. One’s grasp of human bodiliness and the meaning of sexuality must sallow 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 to lifelong celibacy. Many of us were not guided at this stage, and so we have neither conceived of celibate life as worth living nor did we try to overcome sexual issues. Some of us have carried these dilemmas right into our ordination/final vows. The virtue that is derived from resolving this dilemma is physical  celibacy.

2. Generative celibacy

The period is between mid-twenties to mid forties (25-45 years) . The first major challenge of this stage is that  he/she will not have a “life-partner and his / her own children” while this time, his/her contemporaries in the world define their lives in terms of a wife/husband and their children.  The second challenge is that one needs to face that he/she does not have his/her own home, own family, or a job. Having one’s own family, home and job helps their “peers” in the world to perceive themselves as progressing, growing and maturing.  While Erikson proposes intimacy ad 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.


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 to contribute to the human community in that way, it is “ now is the time.” The prompting here is neither physical nor psychological but comparative and mortal. The general sense in our culture that one should have children buy the age of 40, 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. 


After visiting parish families and seeing them, at times couples younger than oneself,  raising children,  and returning to an empty rectory or convent he/she may feel empty and insignificant. This experience the celibate to want to children of his own or her own.
 
The resolution of this stage requires that the celibate accept more deeply the radical individuality and mortality of his or her existence. The celibate has to realize that the choice of celibacy entails not only sexual inactivity but the lack of generativity.
Generativity in Erikson’s  understanding, however, is deeper and broader than the mere generation of offspring. This is the reason why, an adult celibate needs to be absorbed in the pursuit of generative/ productive activities such as education, and training which leads him/her to enter into the ministry at a deeper level as well as keep him/her from getting involved in sexual pursuits. This is a vocation within a vocation. This has a dual purpose –  it will bring him/her self-fulfillment and also give him/her additional expertise to serve the diocese or congregation in its mission- vision. He/she therefore can become generative by producing articles, books, works of art, music and tapes, retreats, courses or recollections etc.   The virtue derived from the successful resolution of these challenges of continence and childbearing is called generative celibacy.
In the adolescent stage, when  physical celibacy is a challenge, others are a factor as potential partners in physical sexuality. In early adulthood, others of the opposite gender are a factor as potential partners in parenting. In the next stage, others as individual persons become the crux of the celibate challenge.
3.Intimate celibacy

The period is between mid-forties and late fifties. In this stage, he/she has to face the challenge of coming to practical terms with 1) the need to share one’s inner life with other persons for whom one cares, and  2) the consequent desire to enter into intimate companionship with such individuals. Here the issue is neither sex, nor children nor family; the issue is intimacy. At this point of life, the celibate must come to terms with his or her loneliness.

At this stage of life 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 of the universal human experience of loneliness or solitude which the praying celibate might have found to be a positive dimension of life but the issue is the realization that one’s person and life are not shared intimately with anyone else, and this condition is felt to be a great privation.


At this stage one has become comfortable with one’s own body and does not fear it but appreciates 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 one’s age and has accepted the decision not to have a family. One has experienced the deeper and more significant generativity one’s life can have – and perhaps has even tasted some of the goodness of being so generative or has been recognized for it.  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. 


For many, this is the most challenging stage of celibacy and the one most difficult to negotiate within current church structures. It is a stage in which celibacy has suffered massive casualties.


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. 
The successful negotiation with adult sexuality and an attainment of mature intimacy results in intimate celibacy. 

4.Integral celibacy

The period of integral celibacy is between the late fifties and mid-seventies (retirement) or death (59 – 75+). The challenge celibates have to face are 1) to maintain meaning and hope in life when the end of one’s contribution to the human community is increasingly near; 2) to come to terms with the issue of uselessness’ 3) to find reason to pull on with life as one’s friends and peers retire or die; 4) to feel personal worth and significance when there is no one intimately present; 5) and find some persons with whom to strike out in new directions ( to make new friends, or pick up a new ministry), or to find anyone to car for to  depend on for caring.

During this stage, conflicts of earlier stages may resurface and may need greater attention. A young celibate priest asked an older priest who was 75, when the struggle with celibacy would get easier. “When you get to be about 75”, replied the older priest. Just then, a beautiful woman walked past the bench on which the two were sitting. “Better make that 76”, the old man said.

 
As one gets older one major factor is whether one continues to have reasons to contribute to life. A person who is a spouse, parent, grandparent, may have continuity with children and grandchildren, but celibate lacks this bonding, and so may feel dissociated, tired and done. If a celibate accepts his/her life of celibacy purely as an institutional requirement may suffer greatly now as she/he finds no meaning in life. But a celibate who lived celibacy meaningfully at every stage, is more likely to find meaning in his / her life, and feel a sense of achievement of celibate condition, and may positively cherish his/her new experiences, including new opportunities to share their wisdom.
Maturity in celibacy is a matter of achieving the virtue of each stage and all stages. 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.

(From: Stages in a celibate’s life by Rev. Bernard R. Bonnot in Asian Quest Vol. XX. No. 2, May-August 1996) 
