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Michelina Tenace, professor of theology at the Pontifical Gregorian University, recently said that the Latin rite (Catholicism) requires celibacy “as a prophetic witness of Christ’s priesthood.” (Qtd. in Watkins, Devin. “Baptism and Vocations: Vatican to Hold Symposium on Theology of Priesthood.” VaticanNews.va. 12 Apr. 2021. 12 Apr. 2021. Web.)

To call priestly celibacy “prophetic” is to suggest that it is counter-cultural and therefore admirable. The argument for priestly celibacy is primarily based on the idea that, just as Jesus and the apostles were celibate, so priests (who represent them to the laity) must be celibate. The argument is analogous to the argument that, just as Jesus and the apostles were male, so priests must be male.

But I have a problem with the Church’s requirement of priestly celibacy: it does not seem to be an apostolic tradition (which would be unchangeable) but an ecclesiastical tradition (which is changeable).

Consider, for example, Mark 1:29-31, “they entered the house of Simon and Andrew, with James and John. 30 Now Simon’s mother-in-law was in bed with a fever, and they told him about her at once. 31 He came and took her by the hand and lifted her up. Then the fever left her, and she began to serve them. ” Since Peter had a mother-in-law, he had a wife; he was not celibate.

Of course, proponents of priestly celibacy can argue that Peter’s wife could have died before Peter met Jesus; she could have died before Jesus healed the mother-in-law. Or proponents can argue that, upon becoming apostles, Peter and the other apostles renounced their families. That hardly seems charitable.

The principal argument against priestly celibacy being an apostolic tradition is 1 Cor 9:5, where Paul says, “Do we not have the right to be accompanied by a believing wife, as do the other apostles and the brothers of the Lord and Cephas?” (Cephas is Peter. Kephas is Aramaic for rock, just as Petros is Greek for rock. Jesus gave Simon the nickname “Rock” in Matt 16:18, “you are Petros [Πέτρος, Peter], and on this rock I will build my church.”)

Proponents of priestly celibacy can argue that the Greek word here translated “wife” is γυνή (gune), which can also be translated “woman.” So 1 Cor 9:5 does not necessarily mean that the apostles had wives. But the New American Bible—Revised Edition (used at Catholic Masses in the United States) and the New Jerusalem Bible (used at Catholic Masses in the United Kingdom) also translate “wife.” And which is preferable: that the apostles traveled about with their wives or with their “women”?

Proponents of priestly celibacy can argue that the apostles traveled about with women. Luke 8:1-3 says, “Soon afterward he [Jesus] went on through one town and village after another, proclaiming and bringing the good news of the kingdom of God. The twelve were with him, 2 as well as some women who had been cured of evil spirits and infirmities . . ., who ministered to them out of their own resources.” Evidence of the apostles traveling with women is also found at Jesus’ crucifixion: Mark 15:40-41 (see Matt 27:55-56, Luke 23:49), “There were also women looking on from a distance. Among them were Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joses, and Salome, 41 who followed him when he was in Galilee and ministered to him, and there were many other women who had come up with him to Jerusalem.”

But women accompanying Jesus and the disciples during Jesus’ lifetime are not really relevant to the interpretation of 1 Cor 9:5. In 1 Cor 9:5, each of the apostles traveled with one woman (“a believing wife/woman”). That suggests they were wives.

Then there is 1 Tim 3:2-4: “Now a bishop must be above reproach, married only once . . . 4 He must manage his own household well, keeping his children submissive and respectful in every way . . .”

I suspect that priestly celibacy is an ecclesiastical tradition that became common under the influence of the rise of monasticism. The two forms of monasticism got their start around AD 300: Eremitic monasticism (from ἐρημός, eremos, desert) is monks living by themselves as hermits (“hermit” is also from eremos); its origin is associated with St Anthony of Egypt (251-356). Coenobitic monasticism (from κοινός, koinos, common) is monks living together (in common), each with his own cell; it was founded around 320 by St Pachomius (292-348). Soon the monastic lifestyle was regularized, with hermits and monks taking vows of poverty, celibacy, and obedience, to match the three “evangelical counsels” in the New Testament.

(The evangelical counsels are recommendations [hence not commandments] by Jesus in the gospels [Latin evangelia] or by Paul in his letters. See Matt 19:21, “If you wish to be perfect, go, sell your possessions, and give the money to the poor”; Matt 19:12, “there are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven”; 1 Cor 7: “each man should have his own wife and each woman her own husband. . . . 7 I wish that all were as I myself am [celibate, 1 Cor 9:5]. But each has a particular gift from God . . .”)

In the 300s-400s, as monasticism flourished, Jerome and Augustine greatly promoted it. Augustine was bishop of Hippo in present-day Algeria; he imposed a monastic lifestyle on the clergy at his cathedral. Tradition has it that Augustine wrote a set of guidelines that became known as the Rule of St Augustine (analogous to the Rule of St Benedict for Benedictines). The Rule of St Augustine is followed not only by the Augustinians (friars of the Order of St Augustine [OSA], founded in 1244; they run Villanova University near Philadelphia, for example) but also by most canons regular (priests affiliated with a cathedral or major church who live a coenobitic lifestyle and take vows of poverty, celibacy, and obedience). The imposition of a monastic lifestyle on otherwise secular (diocesan) clergy led, I suspect, to priestly celibacy in the West. It was a relatively late development—an ecclesiastical tradition, not an apostolic one.

And, of course, there is the fact that not only Protestantism and Eastern Orthodoxy allow married clergy: so does Catholicism. (1) Catholic deacons are clergy, yet they can be married. (2) Eastern Catholics, who as a group were once Eastern Orthodox but are now in communion with Rome (18 million strong: 1.5% of Catholics), have married clergy. (Like the Eastern Orthodox, they allow married priests but require celibate bishops.) (3) Married Eastern Orthodox priests and Anglican priests who switch to Latin-rite Catholicism continue as priests but remain married.

I seem to be in good company in suggesting that priestly celibacy is changeable. In March 2023, Pope Francis said to the Argentine news agency Infobae, “There is no contradiction for a priest to marry. [Priestly celibacy is] a temporary prescription.”

In the Church’s long perspective, a millenium and a half is temporary. Perhaps, in a hundred years, celibacy will be reversed. Then, perhaps in a thousand years, priestly celibacy will be seen to have been a temporary measure of the early Church (its first 20 or so centuries).

