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Priesthood and Marriage 
  
Many people in contemporary society are critical of Catholic priests and singleness. Some think the priestly sexual 

scandals are caused by the imposition of celibacy. Others argue that priests, like most Protestant clergy, would more 

ably identify with their parishioners if they had a “normal” family. Still others simply think the Church is being 

unnecessarily old-fashioned and obstinate by holding to a celibate priesthood. 
 

Before considering the Church’s understanding of a marriage and the priesthood we would do well to take a critical 

look at a presumption of our culture. Sex has become one of the gods of secular society; many have embraced the 

idea that fulfillment and happiness is to be found through an almost nonboundaried expression of sexual desire. 

When Catholic priesthood––indeed, all of Christian morality–– is considered from this perspective, the only result 

will be misunderstanding and ridicule. 
 

Yet even in the Church there is confusion. Some think priestly celibacy is a dogma or doctrine—a central and 

irreformable part of the faith, coming from Jesus and the apostles. Yet celibacy is not the rule for all Catholic 

priests. In fact, for Eastern Rite Catholics, married priests are the norm, just as they are for Orthodox and Oriental 

Christians. The tradition in the Western (or Latin-Rite) Church has been for priests as well as bishops to take vows 

of celibacy, a discipline that has been in place since the early Middle Ages. Even today, though, exceptions are 

made. For example, there are married Latin-Rite priests who are converts from Lutheranism and Episcopalianism. It 

remains, though, that married priests (or deacons), if widowed, may not remarry. As these variations and exceptions 

indicate, priestly celibacy is not an unchangeable dogma but a disciplinary rule. 
 

Although most people are at some point in their lives called to the married state, the vocation of celibacy is 

explicitly advocated—as well as practiced—by both Jesus and Paul. After Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 19 on divorce 

and remarriage, the disciples exclaimed, If such is the case between a man and his wife, it is better not to marry 

(Matt 19:10). This remark prompted Jesus’ teaching on the value of celibacy "for the sake of the kingdom": Not all 

can accept this word, but only those to whom it is granted. Some are incapable of marriage because they were 

born so; some, because they were made so by others; some, because they have renounced marriage for the 

sake of the kingdom of God. Whoever can accept this ought to accept it (Matt. 

19:11–12). Paul makes it very clear that remaining single allows one’s attention to 

be undivided in serving the Lord (1 Cor. 7:32–35). He recommends celibacy to all 

(1 Cor. 7:7) but especially to ministers, who as soldiers of Christ he urges to 

abstain from "civilian affairs" (2 Tm 2:3–4). By remaining celibate and devoting 

themselves to the service of the Church, priests more closely model, configure 

themselves to, and consecrate themselves to Christ. As Christ himself makes clear, 

none of us will be married in heaven (Mt 22:23–30). By remaining unmarried in 

this life, priests are more closely configured to the final, eschatological state that 

will be all of ours. 
 

This sort of celibacy "for the sake of the kingdom" is a gift and call that is not 

granted to all, or even most people, but is granted to some. Other people are 



symbolic of actions and things which are real and true. Water in baptism symbolizes life and cleansing, and 

reminds us of the parting of the waters to bring life at Genesis, the flood waters which destroyed evil in Noah 's 

time, the parting of the Red Sea to bring the people out of slavery, and the water which flooded from the heart of 

Christ on the cross.  
 

These signs also unite a person to the everlasting eternal ministry of Christ himself. For example the Mass is not 

just a ritual meal or pious remembrance of the Last Supper; the Mass participates in and makes present now the 

everlasting, eternal sacrifice of our Lord on the cross and his resurrection. In the same way, through holy orders a 

priest is called to represent Christ himself, to be an alterChristus. For instance, at Mass, the priest acts in persona 

Christi––"the priest enacts the image of Christ, in whose person and by whose power he pronounces the words of 

consecration." (St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, III, 83 1, 3) In this sense, an intrinsic part of the 

sacramental sign of holy orders is the physical manhood of Christ. 
 

Some people are called to be priests, some religious brothers and sisters, just as others are called as spouses and 

parents, and others as single (and chaste) laity. Then there is natural law––only boys can grow up to be daddies, 

and only girls can grow up and become mommies. The distinction is not based on superiority, but on a difference 

in God-given design and function. Priests are called to be “Father” and to make our Lord’s presence real in 

significant ways. 
 

The restriction of holy orders to men alone does not denigrate the role of women in the Church. Think of some of 

the great female saints like St. Clare, St. Teresa of Avila, and St. Catherine of Siena, whose spiritual writings and 

example are still honored today. Think of the remarkable work of Mother Teresa or Mother Angelica and how 

many lives they’ve touched. Think of famous women in our American Church: St. Elizabeth Ann Seton (a wife, 

mother and religious), Blessed Katherine Drexel, St. Frances Cabrini, Blessed Kateri Tekawitha. America has a 

beautiful legacy of women religious who have served in schools, hospitals, orphanages and other institutions. 
   
A vocation a not a "right" but a call from Christ through the Church as he has established it. Again, the distinction 

is not based on superiority, but on a difference in function and service. Everyone  in the Church is meant to share 

in the mission of Christ according to his plan and design. This is far removed from the politically-charged mindset 

of our secular society. We are called to be the Church. 
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