
Intimacy for celibates

1. Types of Intimacy
Donald Goergen in ‘The Sexual Celibate” speaks of 3 types of intimacy:

1. Affectivity: We have a need to give and receive loving human responses. We need to give and receive care, nurturing, love. (Jn 21.15-21: 3x “Do you love me?”).

2. Tactility: Everyone needs loving touches. Touch is our most basic and earliest form of communication. Through it we attain and maintain a sense of our own worth. lnfants die without it. (Lk 7.36ff: woman kisses and anoints Jesus feet). The kiss, the embrace can be genuine signs of intimacy and love.

Affective and tactile intimacy are related since they are both appropriate in any dose relationship. They do not necessarily lead to genital intimacy.

3. Genitality: Two persons have chosen to show their feelings of love for each other in terms of a more complete physical relationship. A person can be fully human and a celibate lover without explicit genital behaviour.

Affective and tactile intimacy can be, and most frequently are, separate from genital intimacy. Most of the people with whom we form warm bonds of friendship do not become our sexual partners.
2. Difference Genital Sexual Intimacy and Celibate Intimacy

a. Genital Sexual intimacy

In genital sexual intimacy we find the freedom of unity but also we abandon ourselves to an exclusive union, the mutual intertwining of emotions, spirits, and bodies. This builds a memory in me, a ‘two-of-us-together-touching-through-flesh-in-space-and-time memory’. Flesh is inevitably a closed bonding, one that has owning and owing senses. Such a relationship implies exclusivity.

b. Celibate intimacy

Celibate intimacy involves inclusivity rather than exclusivity. While respecting our confidentialities, there is no dimension we share together that we may not share with e another. Because we have not had the inflesh oneness we do not have the memory that calls us back to exclusivity; our fidelity to one another rests entirely on trust. There is no ownership or owing. Each of us stands in his/her home of uniqueness and we appreciate our uniqueness.

Sing and dance together and be joyous, but let each one of you be alone

even as the strings of a lute are alone, though they quiver with the same music. Give hearts, but not into each other’s keeping

for only the hand of Life can contain your heart

And stand together yet not too near together:

for the pillars of the temple stand apart,

and the oak tree and the cypress grow not in each other’s shadow.

(Kahlil Gibran)

This celibate intimacy does not happen instantly; it grows gradually and frequently it begins because I find someone attractive enough to begin the process of self-disclosure.
Clark speaks of five levels of disclosure:

1. Communicating data about myself - what I am doing, where I have been, etc

2. Expressing my opinion - what I think about something or someone.

3. I talk about how I feel — revealing what something means to me.

4. I reveal my attitudes: my decisions about the way life is or ought to be. An attitude is a combination of opinion and feeling.

5. I reveal my faith - often by allowing my praying to become transparent to another.

There will be a tension and draw to get involved in genital activity but the focus is not on ‘us in oneness’. There is more spontaneous acceptance and love of the you in you and a love of the me in me without insisting that the ‘me’ unite with the ‘you’ genitally to make ‘oneness in us’.

Celibate intimacy allows two persons to accept and respect other primary commitments they might have. In fact the relationship enhances their dedication and Ioyalty to their primary commitments. According to the Whiteheads (Evelyn and James Whitehead), six resources are developed in the struggle for intimacy, resources that are vitally important to anyone who ministers:

1. A supple sense of oneself - basic knowledge and acceptance of self, coexisting with openness for new information.

2. Empathy for others and awareness of their individuality

3. Willingness to let the awareness of others influence me and an ability to modify myself when new information to situations becomes available.

4. The flexibility to take These modifications into my personality so that I am strengthened.

5. A creativity which enables me to find behaviour patterns and lifestyles which are self enhancing.

6. Tolerance for the tension that is always necessary in personal relationships and compromise which follows from these relationships.


They speak of a “struggle for intimacy”, since intimacy does not come by itself. Lest one thinks that intimacy is all ecstasy, it must be recognized that intimacy, if it is real, is filled with tension, pain, and sacrifice as well as joy and fulfilment. The one who loves wilI suffer but will also find a fullness of life and personal experience of the Spirit’s presence.

On the other hand, when intimacy fails, a person may develop a characteristic reserve with others or even seek to avoid many interpersonal situations altogether. There are three types of avoidance which may occur, according to the Whiteheads, and which, if continued into adulthood, would be judged as immature. They are:

1. Isolation: refers to those who believe they have to remain alone and avoid interpersonal relationships.

2. Stereotyped behaviour: the clerical persona

3. Promiscuity: frantically seeking after intimacy in relationships in which one does not reveal oneself.

Isolation leads to loneliness. The lack of trust and the fear which is at the root of our loneliness can be overcome only by making ourselves known to others. The solution to loneliness is not found in simple togetherness with others.

Intimacy Is a “struggle” also in the sense that the process of reaching celibate intimacy requires acceptance of genital feelings and learning to cope creatively with them. We are not perfect human beings and have to accept that there is and will continue to be struggle and even suffering in learning to be celibate lovers.

Genital feelings and fantasies can occur spontaneously or can be voluntarily activated and promoted. To be a human being 5 to be sexual with genital desires but this does not mean that a person has to uve out or gratify their desires. They will continue to have thoughts, fantasies, feelings, desires that are genital but when integrated they can be a call to intimacy and love.

We will now 100k at how celibates can integrate their genitality.

3. How Celibates can integrate genitality
Celibates can attempt to cope with I to integrate their genitality in the following 5 ways:

1. Repression

A person who is repressing is trying to automatically exclude certain experiences from conscious awareness. The repressed person tries to fool him/herself in two ways:

a) In not being conscious of certain experiences and

b) in not being consciously aware of being unaware.

A person with repressed genital feelings still feels genitally but refuses to admit to the feelings and refuses to admit to not owning up to the experience of denial. The repressed person pretends not to be who he/she really is - a genital person - and pretends not to be pretending. This means living in an unreal world of pretence and make-believe.

However, it must be understood that repression is unconscious. When repression is called to attention, it normally causes its victim to be resistant and defensive. There is no acceptance and affirmation of the true sexual genital self.

The roots of repression are from leaning and re-leaning that certain experiences are ‘unacceptable & or bad in themselves and no ‘good person’ should have them. At an early age it becomes necessary for a young person not to admit certain feelings because to do so would be to risk being called ‘bad’ or ‘evil’ and be rejected. The chid might have been criticised or beaten for mentioning genitality or touching his/her genitals. Adolescence became a terrible crisis time and unfortunately religious formation often got a person through the crisis by re-enforcing the earlier repression. The person who has seriously repressed will be unable to accept and affirm genital sexuality as a part of the call to love.

A celibate with repressed genital sexuality will find unhealthy outlets for his/her sexual genital energy. Among those outlets are:

a) Frustration, suspicion of others, irritability and anger.

b) A real avoidance and fear of relationships and intimacy which is justified as a protection of the vow or promise.

c) The person projects onto others by blaming them for being immodest, or by becoming a ‘watch dog’ of the sexual behaviour of the community or congregation. Her/his judgements will not be very objective and even when correct, will be out of proportion and exaggerated.

d) Excessive ‘dirty’ jokes, over-eating, being overly maternal or paternal to people in our care, overly involved in maternal pursuits can also be signs of repression.

“Actually, absolute repression of sexuality Is itself unchaste because it is impure and disrespectful to oneself and to others. Such repression denies a person’s embodiment, making him become a spiritual prune - dry and inert”.

(VV. Kraft, “Celibate Loving.” p.77.)

Fear and guilt normally can help a person repress genitality for a period of time but eventually the call to suppression, sublimation, respectful integration has to be answered.

2. Suppression

Suppression is a conscious, free incorporation of the awareness of an experience that ìs kept from overt or open expression. it is a ‘NO’ that is based on a more fundamental ‘YES’. When a person suppresses their genitality they have already accepted and affirmed the gift of genital sexual energy but made a free choice not to uve it out. Here it is not an unfree, unconscious denial as it is in repression. In suppression we have a free and conscious decision.

Suppression does call for mortification but it is a NO in the service of a YES. This NO is at the service of the life of celibate loving and therefore life-giving. lt is ‘YES, I would like to be genitally intimate with you, but NO, because of my other values and commitments’.

The movement from repression to suppression can be a crisis for a person - a time of fear, temptation, confusion and emotional awakening. it is a time when we need someone to share with and the support of an understanding community. To accept and affirm our genitality and say NO to living it out sounds easier than the actual experience. A newly awakened awareness of sexual identity and genitality can be frightening, fascinating and very tempting. it is a time that needs openness, celebration and creative guidance. Community must be caring and supportive at This moment. Leadership must be patient, open, understanding and just. Caroll says:

“In fact, it seems to me that the possibility of living out a loving celibacy is in direct proportion to a community’s ability to talk openly about the subject.”.

3. Sublimation

Sublimation Is the capacity:

“to re-direct energy from one activity to another that is judged to be culturally, socially, physically, functionally, aesthetically, or spiritually higher or better.”

(W. Kraft, “Celibate Loving”, pg. 80)

it goes beyond suppression in so far as a person re-channels the energy into activity. When we talk about sublimation it Is important to check if a person Is moving from ,expression to sublimation or from suppression to sublimation.

When moving from suppression to sublimation a celibate, instead of violating his/her genital sexual self through repression, is freely investing energy in an action that will enhance vocational commitment. This channelling can take many forms - manual labour, sports, studying, administration, creative activity, hobbies, increased concern and love for others etc. In sublimation there is no withdrawal in fear but a conscious choice to accept, affirm and channel one’s God-given gift of genital sexual energy in a creative and life-giving manner.

4. Genital Gratification

A celibate can begin to engage in genital behaviour to reduce tension and to evoke pleasure. This type of sexual behaviour can result in one person treating another as a physical object of desire - using another. The motives behind gratification are many but one common one is an attempt to escape from chronic loneliness. Genital activity does not cure the loneliness and can, at best, give a temporary escape.

Other motives can be anxiety and depression where the celibate seeks to escape from self through genital activity, or they can be curiosity and experimentation resulting from a sudden awakening of one’s genital power and feelings.

it is possible that people already addicted to sexual genital behaviour join religious or priestly life without realising how addicted they are. Genital activity can also be an expression of a lack of faith and religious conviction and commitment. Committed celibates suffering from stress and “burn out” are prone to get genitally involved.

Others celibates get genitally involved as they struggle to integrate a relationship and can grow out of the activity as they become aware of their primary commitments. A common form of gratification Is masturbation. As we have said earlier, this Is often an expression of other problems, such as a lack of self-esteem and the presence of stress.

What we need to realise is that it Is possible to move beyond genital gratification to sublimation and respectful integration. This happens because of the celibate’s motivation in faith and the realisation that the ultimate goal of celibacy Is Solitude. No matter how dose we get to others in our celibate loving relationships, we discover that our hunger for relationships and our sexual energy Is only fulfilled in intimacy with a loving God. St. Augustine said:

“Our hearts were made for you, O Lord, and they shall not rest until they rest in you”.

5. Respectful Integration:

We have spoken about Sexual integration before. It is the call to integrate genitality into the totality of being human, an invitation to look at genital sex as a manifestation of a whole person and his/her vocation to be a lover.

“Instead of dissociating genitality from personhood or seeing genitality merely as a biological function, a person can experience sex as an invitation to wholeness and holiness.”

(W. Kraft, “Celibate Loving.” pg.86).

A genital desire can be an invitation to move beyond the beautiful attractive body to discover the beautiful person as a mystery to behold. An artist can 100k at a beautiful woman and see there a person to capture in a painting, a mystery beyond. However, a man could look at the same woman as an object of genital desire or satisfaction. Celibacy invites us to respectfully integrate our genitality into beholding the mystery beyond.

Hence integration invites us to see the other person or persons not only physically but also psychologically and spiritually - to see a person as both whole and holy. It is important to see that a genital desire or impulse can be seen as an expression of a whole person and to see the call of the genital as a call to relate with another as whole. Staying on the physical level and refusing the invitation beyond will lead to inclinations and behaviours to seek immediate pleasure, genital gratification and superficial relationships. The mysterious depth of beauty and intimacy that goes beyond the genital is the place of respectful integration. Society seems to have separated spirituality and sexuality.

“ideally genital sexuality should help a religious become more alive and in tune with the finer and deeper aspects of self and others. When a religious feels too afraid of or guilty about genital desires, he or she may see genitality only as a means of satisfaction or as something to over-control. The goal Is to respect genitality when it emerges so the whole person can be seen and appreciated. This respectful integration Is a chaste and celibate proclamation of the spirituality of genitality”. (W. Kraft, Celibate Loving, pg.89)

Conclusion:

To become a Celibate Lover is to allow Love itself capture our hearts and teach us how to love. Humans freely take the vow or promise of Celibacy but ultimately God himself will live the vow or promise of Celibacy in them and then they become passionate celibate lovers - other Christs and meaningful signs of contradiction but Hope in this world.

The journey of the celibate from Repression or from Gratification to Respectful integration is a process of growth with the goal of becoming a Celibate Lover and avoiding the extremes of being either “too celibate” or “too loving”. In the parable of the Prodigal Son we may see the three represented:

• Elder son as being “too celibate”

• Younger son as being “too loving”

• Father as the Celibate Lover.

The celibate place becomes the home of ‘Solitude’ where celibates stand as sexual genital beings in their personhood and uniqueness, alone and yet ail-one with humanity, the whole creation and most of all with the loving Trinity of Abba, Christ and the Spirit.
4. Helpful criteria to determine a healthy intimacy for celibates

Here are some criteria that may help us to determine how healthy our relationship IS:

1. Is this particular relationship Self-liberating and does it enhance my freedom and a positive expression of my sexuality? (Here I have to examine my own level of self esteem and be aware of how far I might be a prisoner of my past memories and hurts.)

2. Is it other-enriching by being valuable for other people in my life? (Sexual expression is more than a private matter and involves my understanding of and willingness to become intimate and generative as a celibate missionary lover.)

3. Is it an honest expression of what I wish to communicate? (If honest it is probably life-giving, if dishonest it is not life-giving). What level of gut communication, in an assertive manner, am I capable of? Can I share my feelings, fears, joys, personal boundaries, expectations, with the other?

4. Is it faithful? Is it consistent with my other life-giving choices, and respectful of my personal dignity?

5. Is it socially responsible? Is it for the well-being of Society or does it have a negative effect on Society? (Celibacy has a counter culture value of witnessing to loving, like Christ, without manipulation and exclusivity. However, healthy celibate loving relationships can be a cause of scandal in certain circumstances and prudence is called for)

6. Is it life serving - the quality of life in general? (Celibacy has to pass through intimacy to generativity and help build communities of love)

7. Is it joyous - does it increase joy, happiness in one’s and others lives? (While joyous It does not avoid the pain of “Loving unto suffering and beyond.”) Is it a love beyond fear? (it is good to realise humour helps defuse genital tension. Celibacy can be a challenge but if ìt is only a burden then it is not life giving or joyous)

8. Does this particular celibate relationship respect the life-choices of the other person I am relating to? Does it create conflict about their choices? (In mature love we learn to stand together but not too dose, to allow the other be “other» but also to hold the other accountable.)

9. In a celibate loving relationship is my sexual expression respectful of all the various relationships involved in my vow? Relationship with God, Congregation, people I minister to, my community etc.? Or is it tending to be exclusive of others? (While being aware of exclusive relationships we also need to see that special celibate loving relationships also need special time for mutual sharing.) Can I share my relationship openly?

10. Is there a “third party” with whom I can talk about my relationships? Have I given the third party permission to hold me accountable for my behaviour in my relationships and their sexual expressions?

11. Does the relationship allow time for and respect the solitude of the people relating?

Reflection question:

• Has your celibacy prevented you from being really known?

• Or has it invited you to accept the challenges to be known and to know others, in the on-going process of leaning to love and be loved - to be real to God, self and others?
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