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Married priests

23 July 2015 
I write as a former Anglican priest who is married. First, to reply to Nicola Lawrence (Letters, 18 July), the Church has never had women priests. They would be a total innovation, whereas there are and have been married priests.

I have found that many parishioners have welcomed (and been relieved) to have someone with a family who they can talk with from the inside, as it were. Yet I cannot deny that many celibate priests are also excellent with families. 

When we hear about ordaining viri probati cutting against the “ancient tradition” of celibacy let us seek balance, for this ancient tradition is not the only way of doing things and was not in apostolic times. It need not be the only way now, but there is a valuable charism of celibacy that must be preserved alongside a married priesthood. 

(Fr) Kevin O'Donnell
Rottingdean, Sussex

l Despite the challenges involved in ordaining married men, the greater question is surely do we as a Church, an institution that has always maintained the centrality of the Eucharist, believe that it can continue and flourish without a married clergy?

I firmly believe that a celibate priesthood is a great gift to the Church but, as one of your recent correspondents noted, the gifts that married priests and their families can bring to the Church enriches parish life in other ways.

It is obvious now that there is room (and plenty of it!) for both. After all, for over half of its history, the Church has had married clergy. It really is time for a bit of creative thinking.

(Dom) Stephen Horton OSB
Prinknash Abbey, Gloucester

lIn the discussion on married priests, one important point has not yet, I think, been made. I understand celibacy to be part of the radical poverty for the sake of the Kingdom which distinguishes the religious life. So far as I know, the requirement of celibacy for the secular clergy came about in the Middle Ages, not for theological or spiritual reasons but rather for economic ones: preventing the alienation of church property – almost inevitable with wife and children to be cared for.

(Prof.) Nicholas Lash
Cambridge
Letters Extra
The Church needs married priests

23 July 2015 
The various opinions of those advocating the status quo [around married clergy, The Tablet, 11 July] seem to be marked by a blinkered arrogance. Surely the chief criterion is discerning whether a person has been called by God to serve the Trinity and God’s people as a priest. All else is secondary.

The arrogance shows up in the belief that God is only calling single men or widowers in the Roman Church. God’s call is not restricted in the Eastern Rite Churches, in the Orthodox, and other Christian denominations. Neither is the call restricted in non-Christian religions. The vocation to celibacy or marriage is a separate and unrelated matter. The Roman Rite Church made itself unique by introducing the requirement. Bishop Byrne [The Tablet, 18 July] refers to “the ancient tradition of celibacy” but the length of the ancient tradition of married priests is far longer.

The fact that bishops, saints in our calendar were married men, eg Gregory of Nyssa and significantly Hilary of Poitiers was not only married but had a daughter when he was elected bishop. Bishop Byrne also refers to celibacy as “jewel in the crown of the western church”.

If it is such a jewel does he not wonder why it is limited to the Roman Church. Crowns usually have a variety of jewels complimenting each other. Bishop O’Toole refers to the beauty of celibacy – is not marriage beautiful too? 

Ann Lardeur, Chaldon, Surrey
Please let’s not speak of celibate or married or women priests as if they must be alternatives. We need all three. And please, let us not cite the priest shortage as the main reason we want them. They would add significant positive value, in their own right, to what we already have; relieving our shortage, important though that is, should be only a secondary reason.

To ask for a married priesthood does not diminish celibacy. It could even enhance it. Celibacy is a vocation freely entered into, and as such clearly has its own value (although arguably, if it is enforced, that value may be weakened). But the vocation of marriage also brings its own value, different and additive; there is no obvious reason why one should trump the other.

It is never clearly explained why marriage and priesthood must be exclusive. The most we ever hear is a vague proposition that somehow marriage would inhibit a person being able to devote him/herself fully to God. Reasons for this view are never given. I believe the proposition is false, and also insulting, because it implies that marriage is a "second class" vocation, necessarily creating an impediment to God. A more realistic view is that both the marital and celibate vocation, if entered upon with a true heart, are equally open to God’s fullness; God’s presence within each of us is not to be limited by our own definitions. To allow priesthood to coexist with marriage as well as with celibacy would, I believe, greatly enrich the priestly vocation, and therefore all of us.

As a first step, we should allow those who have had to leave the priesthood to marry to return to their ministry if they so wish. Not to do so is foolish, pointless and unjust.

Colin McDonald, Camberley, Surrey
 

The hierarchy is guilty of sinful clericalism and scandal in denying Catholics their right to the Eucharist insisting on a celibate male clergy. Praying for vocations is all well and good as long as those wearing the mitres begin to acknowledge that the vocations are all around us - men, women, married, unmarried, celibate or not and previously ordained and now married. No wonder Catholics walk away from the Church when they see such gross mismanagement.

Mary Louise Hartman, Princeton, New Jersey, USA
 

I was surprised and disappointed that the arguement in favour of married clergy centred around "filling the gaps" rather than emphasising the maturity and experience of family life that married priests would bring to the priesthood. Qualities that are sadly currently missing.

Howard J Curtis, Formby, Liverpool
Comments

Comment by: Sarah T M Bell

Posted: 28/07/2015 10:46:45

We need priests - which presumably is why we are encouraged to pray for vocations - always forgetting that God calls each one of us to whatever he wishes us to do in this world, and that all vocations are not for celibacy united to some form of church-stamp-approved permit to work. Our world has an enormous population, and flocks of sheep need shepherds who can care for them. Gigantic flocks would be unmanageable by single shepherds/shepherdesses. We need all we can get! It appears God is calling lots of people who fall outside the parameters set by the hierarchy. Let us all work together to get as many as possible through the pearly gates with Jesus's two Commandments foremost in our minds. 

Comment by: Xavier Grange

Posted: 26/07/2015 20:00:20

Pope Pius XII promoted the doctrine of the excellence of virginity and of celibacy and of their superiority over the married state. Taken as an argument from contingency, this cannot be right. The celibate man is contingent on non-celibate parents for his existence. The married state is the source of a celibate priesthood and, so, must be superior.

Comment by: Catherine OSB

Posted: 24/07/2015 20:55:26

I applaud each and all these letters, particularly that by Colin McDonald
Letters 01 August 2015

Hierarchy should speak up

30 July 2015 
The debate to date on the need or possibility of married clergy has been expressed mainly by retired bishops (Letters, 4 and 11 July). Is it not time that bishops in office contributed to the discussion? Is this not the invitation of Pope Francis to speak up and be bold?

The introduction of married Anglican priests in the past 20 years has enriched and continues to enrich Catholic parishes. The issue of married priests per se, therefore, is not a new debate in itself. This is an opportunity to develop further what is clearly now a living aspect of tradition in the Catholic Church in this country.

Will the Bishops’ Conference in England & Wales, and the one in Scotland, provide strong leadership and rise to the challenge of providing a structure for celibate and married clergy?

Godwin Pullicino, Ashford, Middlesex 

Many of the objections to married priests seem to be neither theological nor spiritual but economic. I was the Catholic wife of an Anglican priest for 38 years and am now the wife of an Ordinariate Catholic priest. We had six children and I did not go out to work for 20 years. We were supported by the Anglican Church. We did not live in luxury but were provided with a substantial house and enjoyed the advantages of having my husband spending a great deal of his time in the family home.

Anglican parishes tend to be smaller than Catholic parishes but the parishes were solvent with the extra burden of a large family. There has been some talk of the advantages of having a priest who is also a family man. The parish can also benefit from the wife and children. Although I am a Catholic and all our children were christened in the Catholic Church, went to Catholic Schools and were part of the local Catholic parish, they were also lively members of the Anglican parish, members of the church choir, brownies, guides, partaking in the parish pantomime etc. Our children are now grown up but their friends still include members of the Anglican parish that they knew as children.

The Catholic Church has nothing to fear from married priests. Many men will continue to be celibate as many are in the Anglican Church. There will always be the gratitude and respect for those men who have given and will continue to give their lives to God without the comfort of a wife and family but there is room for us all.

Hilary Andrews, Ham, Richmond, Surrey
Letters Extra
Ordaining married men as priests is not enough

30 July 2015 
I feel sure that it is not necessary to give more reasons for the idea of accepting mature married priests to change the direction the Church is taking in regard to closing down churches and reducing congregations that can receive the Sunday Eucharist and benefit from the moral and spiritual support of an ordained man.

But the impressive growth of the Church in Kenya from half a million Catholics in 1953 to over six million in 2003 can be attributed to allowing the laity to express their love for the Eucharist. People from our home church coming back from a visit to the missions always remark on the numbers as well as the liveliness of the liturgy and congregations. What would be the secret of the tangible “joy of the Gospel”? What is the secret of the “difference”?

Certainly it is not the clergy on their own. The visits of the missionaries to many outstations are regrettably few and short. For such reasons the clergy gladly give mature catechists responsibilities for as many of their activities as possible. Where there is no church or the community is still small, churchgoers in the neighbourhood have to organise everything to be able to attract a priest. So everyone is involved in Mass preparation: providing a suitable building, cleaning the room, providing seating, readers, servers, ushers, choir, etc. It is smaller congregations and their autonomous catechists and elders who generate the enthusiasm and liveliness, the difference which is so much noticed by visitors. The laity in those flourishing missions have not been clericalised, they have been enabled to fulfil their role in the Church.

The way forward at conference level must be to empower a committee composed of representatives who share the vision of a Church relevant to the people in their life situation. Those aware of the needs of the Church in a special way are the laity with the love of God in their minds and hearts. Without involving the laity the support of our new style of priesthood will fail.
Colin C Davies, Bishop Emeritus of Ngong, Kenya, Mill Hill Missionaries
Fr Kevin O'Donnell (Letters, The Tablet, 25 July) shares his valuable experience of being a married priest. This is an experience that, I hope, will be heard by those in the hierarchy who are starting to open up this debate due to pastoral need. However, I should like to highlight the wealth of information painstakingly assembled by Gary Macy, Professor of Theology at Santa Clara University, on the tradition of women's ordination in the first millennium. In his book, The Hidden History of Women's Ordination, Macy reveals ordination rites for abbesses and deaconesses, and speaks of their roles in baptism and at the Eucharist prior to the Gregorian reform that wiped out traces of these rites. Edward Schillebeeckx and Ida Raming both identified Roman law as one of the culprits in the exclusion of women from the priesthood. This early Christian tradition also needs to be highlighted if we are to face the problems of priestless parishes and sacramental poverty and find solutions.
Katharine Salmon, Sheffield
As an Anglican, I had to address the issue of the ordination of women to the priesthood some time ago. Since most of the scars on my already rather battered soul had been caused by other women, I viewed the prospect with scant enthusiasm. These days I'm not affected by the gender of the priest. The question I asked myself back then is one I now commend to my Catholic friends. Is it possible that God, who to the shock and/or incredulity of His beloved people, became flesh and pitched His tent among us, might be doing something as radical as beginning to call women to the priesthood?
Sue Hartridge, Hassocks, West Sussex
Comments
Comment by: Richard Brooke

Posted: 03/08/2015 11:29:41

I don't think priests in the Roman and Anglican communions are as different as Jenny claims. There is of course the historic Roman denial of the validity of Anglican orders, but if I recall rightly, ARCIC mapped out a way for reconciling the two traditions as regards the Eucharist. And in practice the transition from Anglican orders to Roman orders has been relatively straightforward for Catholic parishes, whatever pain and difficulty there may have been for individuals making the transition. Our parish priest, and an assistant priest in our parish, are both former Anglican clergy, and it is clear to me that their practical experience as priests in that communion, and the personal spirituality they brought with them, have beneficially transferred to the Roman context.

Comment by: Jenny

Posted: 02/08/2015 13:30:50

Sue, Although the same word is used in the RC and Anglican Churches, what is meant by 'priest' is very different in each Churvh. It's like comparing apples and oranges and is an argument that is bound to fail.
Letters 08 August 2015
Winning variety

06 August 2015 
As a married man, after 25 happy years of ministry in the Church of England, I have now had more than 26 happy years of ministry within Catholic unity. While recognising that the situation of those of us who have made this move is marginal to the likely development of a married priesthood, I warmly welcome Bishop Crispian Hollis’ initiative (Letters, 4 July). My wife and I can testify to the warmth of welcome we have invariably received from both Catholic priests and laity and the ease with which celibate and married priests seem to be able to work together. Our experience has given us a greater appreciation of the dedication and value of priests who happily live the celibate life convincing us that this development would enhance rather than undermine this particular vocation. What, of course, is required for this step to be taken, is a clearer commitment to a more collaborative model of ministry in which celibate and married, lay and ordained, men and women work together respecting one another’s differing gifts to build up the body of Christ. By recognising and rejoicing in our variety of gifts, all we have to give up is the burden of lonely priests striving to be omnipotent and omniscient little gods.

Fr Peter Cornwell, Bath, Somerset

Godwin Pullicino (Letters, 1 August) is quite right – the hierarchy should contribute to the discussion on married priests. But so should the laity who have most to gain (or lose) from the outcome of any decisions. Parish pastoral councils should place the subject on their agendas, and show their priests and their bishops what they think.

John Howes, London SE26
Letters Extra
Origins of clerical celibacy lie in Church discomfort with sexuality

06 August 2015 
Mgr. Edward Walker is right that celibates have observational experience of the marriages of parents, and others (The Tablet, 25 July). So do married persons, but they have actual experience as well. I had 20+ years observing my parents' and other marriages before I married. As the eldest of five I had plenty of involvement with childcare before my own eldest was born. In neither case did that experience prepare me for the truly different intensity when dealing with my own marriage, my own children. Matrimony and parenthood, like many areas of human life, can only properly be observed from the inside.

Were it otherwise, we would have to declare that the grief of Christ's Mother at the cross was no different in intensity and value than that of the others there.  

Revd Patrick Bryan, Wolverhampton
Professor Nicholas Lash (The Tablet, Letters, 25 July) mentions that preserving church property was part of the reason for celibacy. Another reason was Innocent III’s understanding of sexuality: “Who does not know that conjugal intercourse is never committed without itching of the flesh, and heat and foul concupiscence, whence the conceived seeds are befouled and corrupted?” He it was who thought he had the right to declare all clergy marriages null and void, and imposed mandatory celibacy on the clergy thereon after. His thinking merely echoed what was being said by many 12th century theologians who believed Augustine’s theories of sexuality to amount to revelation. In the 4th century Augustine had parodied the words of Christ: “They two shall be one flesh, therefore are they no longer two but one flesh” into “in intercourse a man becomes all flesh”. 

It is hardly surprising that celibacy was seen as the first step to holiness, and that mutterings about subduing “instincts and passion” are still to be found in documents like Humanae Vitae, and that “abusing the pleasure put in the act for the good of the race” was one of the arguments used more than once by Pius XII in his Address to Midwives to assert the sinfulness of contraception!

Elizabeth Price, Linton, Kent
Comments

Comment by: Tad

Posted: 08/08/2015 12:01:59

Elizabeth Price refers to St. Augustine's theories of sexuality in her letter. Augustine, it should be noted, is not honoured as a Father of the Church by the Orthodox Church and rightly so, I would think. He can hardly be venerated as saint, let alone anything more. Saints are people who are outstanding in virtue. One may ask: what is Augustine's outstanding virtue, which we are to imitate? Is it for the fact that he fathered a son, calling him Adeodatus, and did not care to take his son's mother to himself? Not only is this un-christian, it is not even gentleman-like. 
It's high time, I think, to clear up the Augustinian myth and its influence on the spirituality of the Church and its ethics regarding sexuality.

