Celibacy

Helping Seminarians to Live Celibate Chastity

Pope John Paul II in Pastores Dabo Vobis (#50) lists three signs of level of human development that seminary authorities ought to look for in candidates for priesthood:

· Sufficient degree of psychosexual maturity

· Deep and authentic life of prayer

· Healthy human relationships

In the past 20 years or so, training to ensure that future priests meet these requirements has become essential part of formation. Seminary authorities are taking advantage of the tools the psychological sciences offer to gauge mature psychosexual development and promote growth among the students. 

Seriousness of the problem

· the scandals

· revelations in the studies of Richard Sipe and others

Response

No one course or program can teach a person how to be celibate. Preparation to celibate life involves a wide variety of disciplines. It may include spiritual direction, sacraments, counselling, peer support, emotional maturity, authentic prayer life, examples of successful celibate living by priests who can serve as mentors and guides. Conferences, retreats, workshops, special programmes and courses are part of the formation. There are a lot of books and articles on celibacy available for reading and discussion among seminarians. 

Understanding Chastity

Chastity from the negative perspective

We often see celibacy in the solely negative terms of self-denial (sometimes even considered a harsh form of it imposed by the church). 

For ordinary people celibacy is a matter of not having a husband or wife: forgoing the basic threefold sexual relationship – with ourselves, with members of the same sex, and with members of the opposite sex

It is choice not to have a marital partner – an attitude of special presence and relationship to all reality in which one relates to nobody and to nothing as one would to a husband or wife. Celibates do not belong to nor is owned by anybody or anything as husbands and wives belong to and own one another.

Chastity as a gift: Chastity is not to be understood as a repressive attitude. On the contrary, chastity should be understood as a precious and rich gift of love, in view of the self-giving realized in each person’s specific vocation.

Chastity as a way of loving God: It is becoming unmarriageable for God’s sake.

Celibacy does not mean that one has lost something, but rather that the celibate has found Someone. It is the fitting human response to a specific kind of companionship offered by God. Religious develop a distinctive quality of intimacy and attractive aliveness, and feel themselves seduced into such an abandonment to this companionship with a dearly loving God that they cannot similarly abandon  themselves in a union involving another human person in marital relationship. Thus celibacy is rooted in a person’s religious experience of the awesome attractiveness and thorough invitation of God’s love. It is this distinctive companionship with God alone that makes celibacy genuinely religious and adds to a celibate life-style the possibility of fidelity. It is lived in a relationship of shared life and faith in religious community and a relationship in ministry with many other people.

 Chastity is sexuality at the service of love: St. Paul saw it as virtue in which the unmarried person “can devote himself to the Lord’s affairs” (1Cor7.32). Hence it is a way of loving, a fruitful way of enhancing one’s devotion to the Lord’s affairs, a joyous disposition of heart for pastoral service.

U.S. bishops define chastity as a way of guiding the sexual instinct to the service of love and of integrating it in the development of the person. “Chastity frees us from the tendency to act in a manipulative or exploitative manner in our relationships and enables us to show true love and kindness always.”
 

Chastity is that spiritual energy capable of defending love from the perils of selfishness and aggressiveness, and enables us to advance towards full realization of love.

Chastity as witnessing? Celibacy by itself does not witness to anything. But celibates are witnesses. Celibacy does not give witness, but Francis of Assisi did, and Mother Teresa did, because the totality of their lives gave witness. Their celibacy made sense only in the context of their lives. Their celibacy did not make sense in the context of the world. But their life made sense in the context of the gospel. That is the only context that makes sense of our own celibate lives.

The gospel makes sense of my celibacy, and my celibacy must help to make sense of that gospel in our world, my world, at his period of its history. As religious we freely choose to be celibate as one dimension of our way of living the gospel.
Chastity is a way of integration of sexual instinct: The Catechism of the Catholic Church describes and in a sense defines chastity in this way: “Chastity means the successful integration of sexuality within the person and thus the inner unity of man in his bodily an spiritual being.” (Truth and Meaning of Human Sexuality No.4)

Chastity truly consists in the long-term integration of one’s thoughts, feelings, and actions in a way that values, esteems, and respects the dignity of oneself and others.

Chastity as a healthy and mature way of living: Religious celibacy is a way of living that can be spiritually challenging and psychologically healthy. 

Donald J. Goergen says that a healthy chastity is a properly centred or focused sexuality. A sexuality lacking a proper centre, or falsely centred, is a distorted sexuality.
 Being centred also may mean being countercultural.

Celibacy and Growth 

1. Sexuality and Full Humanness

One of the issue that arises out of the present-say cultural assumption that direct sexual experience is necessary for full human development. Because sex is as natural to us as eating, the argument goes, we will become stunted in our growth as persons unless we have a regular, guilt-free experience of sexual ecstasy. This assumption has taken such root in American society that in the college students nowadays suffer tension and guilt about still being virgins!
 The attractive personality of Jesus is the concrete witness that one can be both truly human and celibate. The witness is diluted, of course, every time the world encounters a cold, frightened, or insensitive celibate whose growth is stunted. Yet psychological research shows that the incidence of sexual difficulties and immaturities is no greater or less among celibates than among non-celibates. Psychologist Abraham Maslow points out that it is not abstinence as such that is pathogenic, but the feelings or motivations accompanying it – when the sexual deprivation is felt by the individual to represent rejection by the opposite sex, inferiority, lack of worth, lack of respect, isolation or other thwarting of basic needs. Sexual deprivation can be borne with relative ease by individuals for whom it has no such implication.

A related question is that of masculinity-femininity. Being man seems to be seen in terms of sexual performance, ability of man to being his woman to orgasm, to have a child etc. It is true that for many celibates not having children of their won is one of the deepest renunciations of celibacy. At the same time, this choice of life points to something more profound than either orgasm or offspring as a sign of potency. Erik Erikson has captured it in his beautiful concept of “generatively” which he defines a “the concern of establishing and guiding the next generation.” This is what gives an adult man or woman a sense of vitality, of making some contribution to the world, of leaving behind oneself something positive and permanent. Erickson sees this need being fulfilled directly in parenthood; but he also has an opening for “sublimated parenthood” in which person may choose to direct their caring to others than their own children. The celibate believes that he or she will attain a sense of generatively through creative work and through loving relationships with people. To the question: “Who is truly a man or a woman?” the celibate answers: one who gives life to others. This is why Erich Fromm says: “Love is power which produces love: impotence is the inability to produce love”
 Celibacy is a proclamation that the development of full humanness is more important than sexual expression and that true generatively is greater than sexual potency.

2. The issue of loneliness

It is crucial for mental health to know that we are prized, valued, cared about – and to know that someone else needs us. The society today reinforce our sense of isolation – the frenzied pace of our lives, using rather than relating to people, the constant mobility of many families which contributes to rootlessness and non-involvement in community life, the anonymity of megalopolis. The more we live in such mass society, the more important are intimate relationships.
 But marriage is not the only way to overcome our loneliness. Erich Fromm says that our sense of isolation can be transcended in many ways: by friendship, by fraternal groups, by the service of others, by the love of God.
 

Whether married or celibate the important value is love. But love cannot terminate in one person alone, to the exclusion of all others. If it does, it most probably is not love at all, but mutual egoism. The incidence of loneliness and unfulfilled needs of affection is as high among the married as it is among celibates. Marriage is no guarantee of growth in the capacity to love. The witness that the celibate priest or religious can offer the world is that to become a loving, giving person is much more humanizing than the frantic search for intimacy and recognition. Celibacy implies that the loneliness and the need for intimacy can be transcended. The mortification in celibate life makes sense and gives its own satisfaction when the needs of the served community and the presence of God and the priest’s own freedom are all more important than his loneliness.

3. Life goal as self-transcendence than self-fulfillment

Celibacy cast a radical doubt upon the whole philosophy of self-fulfillment. The celibate dares to question whether there is something deeper or more transcendent in man than the drive to actualise himself. Celibacy is ‘for the sake of the kingdom’. The man who chooses celibacy is presumed to have had an experience of the love of God. This experience captivates him, it relativizes all other values. 

Our celibate vocation calls us to a radical kind of loving. It calls us to love as Christ loved- universally and non-selectively: not just the bright, young, and appreciative; but also the crank, the dependent, the neurotic, the ungrateful.

Suggestions in formation
 

1. Seminary formation must, from its earliest stages, present a clear and positive concept of the vocation to priesthood and the vocation to celibacy.

2. The seminarian must be required to see a well-trained and approved spiritual director at least once a month. Problems regarding chastity must be discussed with candour and, ultimately, in God’s grace they must be overcome. Spiritual direction is a confidential relationship in which the seminarian must be as honest and transparent as possible. Personal relationships, sexuality, celibate chastity, commitment, and interiorization are essential topics for spiritual direction. In this setting, seminarians should be encouraged to speak in detail about their own personal struggles and review their success and failure in living a chaste, celibate life.

3. Men must be taught, through workshops and conferences and in private direction that the reality of celibacy for the kingdom is far removed from the present ideals of the world. The commitment to celibacy can be sustained only through prayer. Candidates must be taught the absolute necessity of sustained and solitary prayer. They need to draw frequently upon the strength of God’s love and life as offered to us in a special way in the sacraments.

4. Men must be taught the need for good priest friends with whom they can share the deepest selves and still experience acceptance and encouragement to live the celibate commitment. “We will be immensely helped in our struggle for moral and spiritual maturity if we can develop friendships with people who understand, appreciate and share our values and Christian ideals.”

5. Our young men in seminaries need to be taught the value of solitude. Candidates must learn to let the voice of solitude be heard and not run from that voice even if, at times, it will speak of one’s own wretchedness and poverty.

6. They must lean how to develop a healthy sense of what they can accomplish in God’s grace. When priests feel their work is futile, celibacy becomes more difficult to sustain.

7. The importance of self-discipline should be stressed. Candidates should be moderate in what they eat and drink; they need to follow a regular schedule and be attentive to their duties. They should learn to set aside time for exercise.

8. In trying to limit sexual temptation and the sense of frustration, seminarians should be prudent in choosing their reading materials and forms and places of entertainments that they may have greater control over the memory, imagination and fantasy. They must analyse what are their “occasions of sin” and avoid them.

9. Faithful Models:
 The seminarian’s most immediate inspiration and instruction for celibate chastity comes from the modelling of other faithful celibates. In the seminary he should be able to find models and companions on the journey. It is important to spend quality time with persons who share the same values and ideals. Priests have a special responsibility to be viable witnesses of priestly celibacy for seminarians. It is important for a seminarian to know some priests who speak directly about their experience of priestly celibacy: this is my story…

10. Seminarians need the support and encouragement of the community as they prepare for life-long priestly celibacy

11. Another guiding element in formation for celibacy is honesty in one’s accountability to others. As a public commitment and as a gift for the entire Church, the practice of celibate chastity by particular persons demands honest appraisal and accountability. 

12. A seminary should have a clearly written policy concerning behavioural expectorations of the seminarians. It gives a clear picture of what is appropriate and provides a benchmark in calling people to honesty and accountability.

Means to live Celibacy

1. Shared life and faith: Religious Celibacy cannot be attractive and effective in the church unless it is seen as essentially involving a relationship of shared life and faith in religious community together with a distinctive relationship with God.

What identifies the religious celibate is a genuinely corporate life and faith.

Religious celibacy is not a life that can be achieved alone. Through a shared life and faith in community, brothers or sisters must help one another to a celibacy that is an attractive, effective, and inspiring sign of the full reign of God’s love in human hearts. 

A corporate sense of faith life requires that our support be rooted in the sharing of the fundamental faith realities and visions of our various congregations. Celibacy, poverty, obedience, mission, and community, as realities of our experience of God and discipleship with Jesus, should bind us together more profoundly than past uniformities of dress, work, and schedule.

2. Healthy Community: According to Goergen the best way to promote a healthy sexuality and chastity is to promote healthy community life. The fraternity, sisterhood, or community itself is a significant formative context.

When there is the balance of quiet solitude and loving interaction, it can provide a basic psychosexual peace and satisfaction whereby all the members are able to feel most “at home” in the local community.
 At-homeness is not measured simply by the number of clock hours spent at home, or that all the members have personally chosen to live with particular people. It is best manifested in the quality of that member’s presence, open and available to all the other members and without excessive compulsion and distraction, reveals a person’s genuine at-homeness. It generates a great strength for all the other relationships the celibate has outside the community. 

3. Responsible ministry: Celibacy also involves as essential relationship with ministry. A creative, responsible ministry always relates a celibate to other men and women in many ways. But celibates’ identity goes far deeper than simply what he does. When celibacy is conceived primarily in terms of ministry and not in terms of a distinctive companionship with God, it brings the anxiety of confusion and the tension of competition, rather than the peace of identity in God’s love.

To stir enthusiasm for generativity in ministry is the essence of religious celibacy. If this essential ministerial orientation is not expressed sufficiently, a natural urgency is frustrated, which often leads to paralysing disappointment instead of energetic peace. Deep commitment to ministry allows the celibate to unconsciously work off the psychosexual energy of life.

4. Embodiment in relationships:
 Whether celibate or married… individuals in ministry disclose their incarnational worldview through embodiment. Where does one look to survey the extent of one’s embodiment effectiveness? We can examine the quality, depth and intimacy of our relationships. Here is a practical criterion: the manner in which a minister relates in friendships, to those served, and with colleagues as well as in ordinary daily exchanges- or the manner in which a minister stands aloof from others or becomes only partially connected – is indicative of the healthiness or dysfunctionality of his or her link to God, neighbours, strangers, and self…. The human task is to engage the resources of heart, soul, strength, and mind (Lk10.25-28) so that these interact and complement one another. 

· How does embodiment surface in daily life? Its manifestation is manifold. It is found in our eyes, in the intensity and depth of our gaze. It is revealed in the way we personally engage one another. It surfaces at table, in whether we just race through our meals or take the time to dine, savour, and converse. Embodiment is expressed in how relaxed we are with the diverse communities of which we are part. The way we dress, the way we smile, the way we touch are all embodiment expressions.

· Our sexuality is the ground or base for our capacity to enter into relationships which are life-enhancing, life-enriching, and provide the possibility for humans to become what God would have them become: namely, fulfilled, integrated, sharing, and free recipients of the divine love.

· If celibacy is to continue being viable, celibates have to grapple with the meaning and significance of flesh and spirit. Our sexuality has far too long been treated cursorily or worse, as second class. … The gift of embodiment strengthens our appreciation of body and sexuality as healthy and positive elements rather than impediments that must be overcome on the way to God. In this realistic light, body and sexuality are recognizes as things that contribute to our effectiveness in serving our fellow human beings and conveying the message of life and love… In body and spirit, Jesus serves as a paradigm of how to love, relate, touch and heal, and how to use our body, affectivity, and sexuality in appropriate ways to communicate the presence of God in the human and ordinary events of the day. The integrated humanity of Jesus is a model for celibate ministry.

· In marriage, and equally in celibate ministry, embodied love is the mirror of God’s everlasting love. It is not only our destiny, our finality; it is our present major task.

5. Respect for boundaries

Boundaries can be placed on a continuum ranging from rigid to structured to flexible to fluid to chaotic. Ministerial boundaries that are too rigid or too fluid can prove problematic. It is helpful to think of boundaries in terms of time, place, and person in order to monitor their appropriateness. For example, it is important for us to consider the impact of touch on individual as well as our motivation for doing the touching.

6. Sublimation

“One of the most helpful ways of fulfilling our physical sexual needs is to reduce those needs by defocusing sexuality from the genitals and concentrating on the development of a more diffused sexuality. In other words, we have to enhance our appreciation of the affective dimension of human sexuality and try to grow in sensitivity and tenderness.”

Relationships that violate celibacy

1. Lack of relationship: We should not think that genital sexual expression is the only, or even the chief, violation of celibacy. The “bachelor” and “old maid” syndromes always violate celibacy. Bachelors, feeling that the challenge and vigour of life have passed them by, usually become uninvolved spectators. Old maids, attempting to avoid such a condition, often demonstrate a superior, critical attitude and condescendingly carp at those seriously involved with the challenges of life. Whenever celibacy removes a person from the risk and challenge of relationships, the bachelor or old maid is born.

2. The workaholic mentality is a frequent escape from the challenge of genuine celibacy. It is finding one’s significant satisfactions in involvement with things rather than with persons, especially in the job done well and completed in time. They do not experience life as a love affair and often feel a vague, nagging sadness.

3. Third way: The swinging single mentality and dating mentality (“third way”) also violates celibacy. The mentality that seeks to date with a romantic exclusivism takes over in a relationship, not only is the celibate companionship with God obfuscate, but the celibate relationships in community and in ministry are impeded.

4. Clericalism is another violation. It is based on an unfounded sense of superiority and involves expectations of exaggerated respect and a plethora of privileges. Its focus is on being served and so un-Christ-like attitude. It violates the basic equality of the whole human family, impedes the expression of celibate compassion.

Religious celibacy proclaims that the meaning of one’s identity as a man or a woman runs much deeper than the superficial biological proof of genital sexual activity. Celibacy announces that the ultimate value of human life is not the self-fulfilment and satisfaction that can result from mature genital sexual activity but loving self-sacrifice.
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