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HUMAN SEXUALITY & CELIBACY

Celibacy & Mid-Life Transition: Many an aging celibate may have to admit that they did not really know what was in store for them when they embarked on such a way of life, though a number of married people could say the same about their own choice. But in a sense, at the beginning it all seemed quite easy.  In their early training, celibates were to a large extent cut off from the ‘outside world’ and they did not feel that their loss was very great. They found adequate support and companionship among their numerous contemporaries. And they were swept along by their ordered, busy, and often ambitious life of seminary or religious house. 

Looking back now at the early days, many celibates realize that theirs was a somewhat unreal or unbalanced existence. They may have to admit that their attitude to sex and love was naive as well as idealistic. In fact, they may have tried to remove sex from their lives completely or as far as possible. But such efforts were not, and could not have been successful and were really damaging. Now the middle-aged celibate man and woman may be well aware of the well-intentioned but straining errors of their youth, but beyond that they are helpless to do anything for acquiring the desired equilibrium. 

Moreover, the celibate middle-aged man and woman realize that they are very much alone. When they go for a walk, they do so unaccompanied. They observe parents moving around with their children and recognize that their lives seem more complete than theirs. They feel perhaps a pang of envy as they see young people hug and caress each other - even though the celibates are much older than those young people are – and the apparent warmth and contentment on their faces may only heighten their sense of loneliness and the partial dullness of their own life.   

The over-forty celibate man is undergoing such self-questioning and self-doubt and discovering new feelings and emotions that need expression can easily be susceptible to the lure of an understanding woman who can bolster his self-esteem. Such a woman becomes extremely attractive. Relationship with her may be so gratifying that he may be willing to give up what he has treasured for years. If he had been neglecting his spiritual life, the decision to marry comes easily.

The need for genital sex is not the primary motive causing may over-forty celibate men to leave and marry. It is the desire for a close, tender relationship, the need to express overly controlled feelings and emotions with someone who admires them and cares for them, and the need to share their lives with another person in an exclusive way.

The over-thirty five celibate woman too is not immune to a similar lure. She is also in midlife transition, a period when the inner sexual demands may be at their highest point. Much more than in the past, ample opportunities for contact with men are available. She may be drawn to share with them on an intimate level. What she experiences in the relationship may be so satisfying that she is willing to give up religious life, particularly if she is disillusioned with such life.    

(i) Man-Woman Characteristics: ‘Opposites attract’; and it is true of human relationships too; men and women feel instinctively drawn towards each other, this is true as both are designed as helpmates, to help and complete each other, to develop society and to achieve full and harmonious development of human culture and civilization.  

· Yet both are different, mysterious and not easily understood by the other; yet forms a marvellous blend, each makes up for what the other lacks and completes.....

· Both are equal yet different, intented by nature to form a partnership. 

· Popular beliefs: Man-woman differences are usually understood purely from a physical point of view, differences in sexuality understood as possessing different sexual organs (S/s).

· Advances in psychological studies point out that sexuality has far more profound roots in the heart and soul of ever man and woman.  Sexuality extends to the whole psychic life of the person; it is in every fibre of their being – different perceptions, feelings, understanding, ways of approach.... There are differences at the physical, psychological, intellectual, moral, social, spiritual, religious level. 

· Yet both possess the opposite components (and usually it has to be evoked by the other in a relationship [usually in marriage], and recreate the unity of two individuals through marriage). 

· Therefore the two are complementary; each finds his or her ‘other self’ in the other. A certain human fulfilment, completeness and happiness, which each one by oneself lacks, is found in the other.   

· Erich Fromm: ‘Love is the answer to the problem of human existence’. Awareness of separateness, aloneness, helplessness... makes his/her existence unbearable. This separateness becomes the source of intense anxiety; hence the deepest need to overcome this separateness, loneliness. Hence the desire for interpersonal fusion is the most powerful striving in man/woman, the most fundamental passion, which keeps the human race together. Love, the dynamic power enables him/her to overcome this isolation, separateness, incompleteness, without losing his/her identity. In love the paradox is that the two becomes one and yet remain two. Love is giving, care, attention, interests, knowledge, humour, sadness. Love is the active concern for the life and growth of that which we love; it is overcoming of human separateness, the fulfilment of the longing for union. 

(ii) ‘Sex is the Vehicle of Love’: 

· A human person’s biologico-psychological cry for fulfilment is satisfied in a special way through the encounter of two persons, a male and a female. 

· But it is possible to have various degrees of intensity in man-woman relationships; such relations are possible without entering into sexual intimacy, or its expression in sexual love.  Sexual love is the fullest and most intimate and unique expression of this relationship, which implies permanent commitment of love to each other as in marriage. 

· Sexual love is the total giving of oneself and taking the other’s self through the medium of the body. Sexual love is the craving for complete fusion with another person; it is the merger of two human beings in a unique way, a privileged way. Sexual love expresses and effects the highest and most intimate personal relationship between two human beings. Love is not a mere side effect of sex, but sex is a way of expressing that ultimate togetherness that is called love. Sex is justified, even sanctified, only as long as it is the vehicle of love – love understood as an abiding, lasting and permanent union. 

(iii)Sexuality as Language: 

· Sexuality is a medium of communication, expression of intimacy, a relationship. Our body speaks a language, communicates meaning and purpose. It appeals to the other – the tension, desire of the body is the language of love. Human language comes to its summit when one speaks out to another in a covenant of love; it is the deepest mode of bodily communication, a language of total self-gift, a language of total self-commitment and surrender. And the fullness of sexual language is not restricted to the sexual act; it extends to the whole life of the spouses. Hence genital sexual act finds its full meaning only when it is integrated in to the totality of the marital relationship. 

(iv) Affective and Genital Sexuality: 

· Affective sexuality is attraction and interaction between a man a woman. We saw that sexuality colours every aspect of life and every relationship between man and woman. It is somehow present in every hetro-sexual relationship. 

· Genital sexuality (the usual meaning) is sexuality in the strict sense and it means genital sexual intercourse and what is closely connected to it. If it is to be human, it must include affection, tenderness and all what is related to affective sexuality. 

· Affective sexuality is sexuality in a broad sense only and must necessarily be distinguished from genital sexuality. It shows that a celibate can cultivate healthy hetro-sexual relationships without being involved in genital activity, but great caution is required.  It is intimacy and love, which is the need of human persons and not necessarily genitality.  Hence a man or a woman can grow up as a healthy adult in celibate life, without any psychopathological effects, and grow up in love. 

(v) Accept the Fact of Our Sexuality:   

· Misunderstanding in the past that through religious vows one had renounced sex though only renounced the use of sex that is proper to marriage. Chastity was called the ‘angelic virtue’, that angels not being bodily were not sexual beings. 
· The fact is that we are not angels, but human, bodily and therefore sexual beings, and we remain so even after renouncing the use of sex. 
· The psalmist thanks God for the wonder of our being: ‘It was you who created my inner self, and put me together in my mother’s womb; for all these mysteries I thanks you: for the wonder of my self’ (139:13-14).
· Therefore purity does not mean sexlessness. It means keeping ourselves free from deliberate sexual thoughts and actions that are disordered, against god’s plan and our commitment. One the one side, be not surprised or discouraged at the manifestations of sexual inclinations in us, but also because we are not angels, but human beings, we need to guard ourselves lest we yield to these inclinations to the point of sin.
· God in his wisdom has given us passions and instincts, which cannot be ignored.  The strongest instinct is self-preservation (food, health...) and the second in strength and power is the sexual instinct for the preservation of human race. As given by God, it is not bad, but can be abused. 
· God’s plan for the continuation of the human race is beautiful. God created man in the image of himself,..... male and female he created them. God blessed them saying, “Be fruitful, multiply, fill the earth” (Gen).  And after the creation of man God says, ‘It is not good for man to be alone’. 
· Hence the sexual instinct has a God given purpose in human life, but genital expressions of sex is reserved for marriage. 
· Human life is a mystery and marvel and many marvels in the human body and in human sexuality.
· Our passions and instincts are with us; we remain and maintain the same human nature, our sexuality, even after renouncing marriage and use of sex. Hence the urges, passions, desires, instincts, feelings of loneliness, craving for affection, intimacy, all remain with us. 
· How to integrate our personality and remain chaste without yielding to all these pressures and urges of the body and mind is the problem of this vow.
· We know it is against God’s plan and our own commitment and surrender to God, to take deliberate pleasure either through thought or action, either alone, or with another.  
· Our vow demands from us that we deny ourselves all actions that cause genital pleasure, even that which can directly or indirectly cause it, like looks, readings, touches, etc. we deny ourselves all such deliberate thoughts on sexual matters that have as their purpose the serious arousal of genital pleasure or passion.
· But we need not be unnecessarily scrupulous, and do not become unduly perturbed or panicky in cases when sexual pleasure, attraction, or pleasurable feelings manifest themselves without our deliberate willing or prompting.    As sexual beings, certain natural feelings, emotions, urges, inclinations come to us naturally; they cannot be easily suppressed and we need not be frightened or saddened about them. The important thing in such matters is whether I want/will them or do I indirectly cause them;  if not, fine. And do I take sufficient precaution and care to guard against the normal dangers that can creep up in such matters. 
· Temptations, imaginations... are bound to come, sometimes persistently; at that time remember that we are not angels but human beings and therefore do not repress them, i.e., push them to the subconscious, which does not in any way help him to solve his problem, but can only create more anxiety, tension, depression, and it will trouble him/her from there whenever opportunity arises. 
· One should instead accept whatever naturally comes and recognise that it is natural to get sexual urges and thoughts, and that sex is good in God’s plan; it is only that as a celibate one has renounced lawful use of sex for a higher purpose. One should therefore say a definite ‘no’ to it deliberately. This deliberate and definite ‘no’ is always an unconditional ‘yes’ to Christ, to God - always an act of love and surrender, a renewed offering of oneself, a new gift of oneself in love. 
Positive Values of Celibate Chastity 

· A religious man or woman could have used the right to marry and to have a family; but he/she renounced it for the sake of greater love; but he/she has renounced it for the sake of the Kingdom of God, for greater love of god and others. Mt 19.12: adds “There are those who bar themselves from marriage for the sake of the Kingdom of God, and let anyone accept it who can”. It means, ‘Take this in, accept it if your hearts are large enough’.  
· Chastity does not ask us to give up or renounce love but only those who have much more intense and universal love can opt for consecrate celibacy. It is a sort of falling in love with God and leads to mysticism. It is said that basically sexual energy/drive and the spiritual drive is one but different manifestations, both are different expressions of love and it is in love that both find their fruition. A celibate has not therefore renounced love, but makes a commitment to love more intensely and universally, with greater generosity, sacrifice, self-gift and availability. And if one fails to grow in love there is a greater danger for a celibate than a married man to feel frustration, lack of fulfilment, emptiness, ... and purposelessness in life.   Because we are created for love, restless our hearts shall be until we grow in love. As Erich Fromm says: “Love is the answer to the problem of human existence”.  
· One renounces marriage not because it is bad, or evil, but because one is convinced that celibate chastity will better help to greater love and service of God and neighbour. 
· St Paul: “I would like to see you free from all worry.  An unmarried man can devote himself to the Lord’s affairs, all he need worry is pleasing the Lord; but the married man has to bother about the world’s affairs and devote himself to please his wife: he is torn two ways. In the same way, an unmarried woman, like a young girl, can devote herself to the Lord’s affairs; all she need worry is being holy in body and spirit. The married woman on the other hand has to worry about the world’s affairs and devote herself to pleasing the Lord” (1 Cor.7:32-34). 
· Yes, a consecrated celibate is free from all family ties, and can wholly and totally devote himself to greater love and service of God and others, not a few others, but very many, as many as possible. St John in his letter reminds us: “we ourselves have known and put our faith in God’s love towards us. God is love” (1Jn.4.16).
· A religious person desires totality of loving consecration to God and chastity enables one to this permanent, total commitment. A novice is not fully aware of all the implications of this vow, yet at different stages of life the demands of the vow may vary: renunciation of genital pleasures may be some time; at other times the renunciation of affection in may be keenly felt; still at other times the renunciation of a family of one’s own may be keenly felt; and at some stage the great sacrifice for women will be the renunciation of motherhood. Though not foreseen, all this now, by a vision of faith and prompted by love, one can say ‘yes’ to God forever. 
· For a religious celibate chastity without greater charity is meaningless and it does not fulfil its purpose. Because we have renounced human love in marriage it does not mean that one is not supposed to love anyone in an affectionate, natural way. But because one is free from human love of marriage, one ought to love with a more universal and unselfish love. A religious community ought to be a community of love, and religious go about their apostolate of service with true human affection. Thus one’s spiritual ministry and one’s work of teaching and service bring a sense of fulfilment to our human personality. A religious therefore need to be available and open to people....
Motherliness in Religious Women

· Motherhood is a peculiar and very special feminine characteristic. Every woman is called to be a mother either in a natural way, or in a higher spiritual sense. So in every consecrated virgin, we could expect to see such characteristic of spiritual motherhood.  
· Like the love of good and wise mother, a sister is expected to love in a totally unselfish way, without possessiveness, or desire for self-gratification, or traces of jealousy. As a mother shows special love for one of her afflicted child she will love especially those who are in most need of her love: the sick, the suffering, the less wanted, and those who are specially in need of love. She will not exclude anyone from her love, like a true mother. This quality of spiritual motherhood, with all its implications of universality and unsefishness, makes a sister attractive to others and loved by them in return. There is nothing wrong in it to be attractive like a mother and to accept with joy the grateful love of others. But she will not seek attracting people to herself but to Christ and to God. She will help others experience God’s love by her love for others.
· Virginity in a sister is truly attractive, but virginity without true charity and motherliness is unattractive and sterile. (Mary, Mother Teresa...)
· The faithful observance of this vow can bring one closer to god than the other two vows.
· Just as in men there is greater struggle to preserve one’s chastity, in women religious there is this costly renunciation to have a family of their own,... and it brings one closer and more intimate union with God. 
Religious Friendship

· One wonders if genuine love of God is possible in one who is not able to love others with true human, personal love, even with affection. Religious men and women are today acutely aware that their virginity is less attractive if it is not accompanied with great love, in their ministry, a devoted, unselfish love. Friendship with ones’ confreres in the community can be a great help.

· One can also be very much helped in one’s consecrated life, and for one’s growth in emotional maturity by having very personal and friendly relationship with a person of the opposite sex, also consecrated to God.  

· There is much scope for this through genuine cooperation in apostolate, ministry, sharing of work, sharing of ideas, ideals, feelings, problems, and team spirit. 

· Such friendships also demand spiritual and emotional maturity, and a deep life of prayer, which is always and especially a must in one’s celibate life, and also devotion to Mary, our Mother, and strong trust and faith in God.  
SOME HELPFUL HINTS TO OBSERVE THE VOW OF CELIBACY

1. Always look at Jesus as our Model, Way and source of inspiration and strength. Cultivate a close personal relationship to him and a deep prayer life. A personal devotion to Mary, our Mother, is found to be very beneficial to most people.  Our own vows are like Mary’s ‘fiat’ (yes) to God at the time of the annunciation. She had to live this ‘yes’ later by accepting to undergo her own sufferings. The implications of our vows become clear later as we begin to live our own life and face difficulties.  

2. Have a clear goal, direction and purpose in life.  Be strongly convinced and motivated to remain chaste. 

3. Find joy, meaning and happiness in ones life, ministry, and community.

4. Develop a healthy level of self-esteem, self-worth, and self-respect.

5. Get involved in life through spirit of hard work, proper use of time. Be productive and creative in life and ministry.

6. Healthy relationships with one’s colleagues in community and also with those of the complimentary sex, while maintaining healthy boundaries.

7. Have sufficient physical exercises: work, games, jogging, dance, etc.

8. Maintain health and hygiene. 

9. Have sufficient fun, relaxation, and recreation.

10. Cultivate hobbies, interest in music, reading, gardening, etc.

11. Keep away from pornography, pictures and such magazines, etc; avoid deliberate fantasies. It is said ‘you become what you think’. Hence the more one thinks about sex the more fixated one can become. 

12. Accept ones’ sexuality with gratitude; be grateful for your body, sexuality, and even spontaneous (in-deliberate) feelings, desires, fantasies and arousals.

13. Maintain a sense of self-discipline and strive for excellence.

14. Have regular meetings with a good spiritual guide and be open and honest.

15. If in spite of all honest efforts some failures occur, forgive yourself and accept it. Believe: ‘when I am weak, then I am strong; my grace is sufficient for you’. Be free from undue guilt, fear, and shame, learn from the mistakes and get on with life.         

