Fleabag leads Catholic Church to temptation

A priest’s struggle with his desire in the BBC comedy is delighting campaigners trying to change the Vatican’s attitude to sex
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Phoebe Waller-Bridge stars in and writes the BBC series Fleabag, in which she falls in love with a Catholic priestLuke Varley
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The Catholic Church has once again found itself caught up in sexual controversy. But this time it could enhance its reputation.

In the critically acclaimed BBC television comedy Fleabag, a charismatic priest wrestled with breaking his vow of celibacy, sparking a debate about modernising the church’s attitude to sex.

The final episode will be broadcast tomorrow night. For those who have campaigned from within the church to rethink its stance on celibacy, the storyline is cause for rejoicing.

In Fleabag, Phoebe Waller-Bridge, 33, who also wrote the series, falls in love with a Catholic priest played by Andrew Scott, 42, known for his menacing role as Jim Moriarty opposite Benedict Cumberbatch’s Sherlock Holmes in the BBC series Sherlock.

Scott’s character, however, is not representative of the typical Catholic priest, who in England and Wales has an average age of 65 and struggles to make ends meet.

Canon David Oakley, rector of St Mary’s College, a seminary in Oscott in the West Midlands, said: “I don’t think [women] are queuing up. Have you looked at most Catholic priests? They are not the most attractive men. Their diet is wrong and they can be extremely self-centred, some of them.

“They live on their own. They haven’t a wife who says, ‘For goodness’ sake, go to the GP, darling, and sort yourself out’, or ‘Go to the dentist, you have got terrible halitosis’.”[image: image1]
Alex Walker, 64, who gave up the priesthood at 31 to marry his wife, Jan, and now runs a support group for former Catholic priests, imagines the church hierarchy might be “delighted” by the hit series.

He said: “We have this distraction of Fleabag where a woman is attracted to a priest. There is some emotional truth in it, although I don’t think women would be as direct as Fleabag is: ‘I fancy him. I’ll have some of that.’”
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The priest is played by Andrew Scott, known for his portrayal of Moriarty in SherlockLuke Varley
Walker did concede, however, that his group has helped counsel some priests who had embarked on multiple affairs with their parishioners. “[Different] women would ring and it would dawn on us it was the same priest they were talking about,” he said.

The programme reminds the Catholic Church that “society is still interested in why priests are celibate”, said Walker.

He added: “It does not understand why, and we’ve not done a very good job of explaining it.”
And some of the comments:
We had friend who was a Catholic priest. He had to leave the Church to marry the woman he loved. My husband was best man and my daughter a bridesmaid. When he told the Bishop that he was going to leave and get married, the Bishop said' No need. Take her as a housekeeper and we will support you'.( I had never seen him so angry afterwards). He responded that he would never subject the woman he loved to such a position. He died in his 70's; having had two sons and a very happy marriage and a solid career (in spite of having had no references from the Church). He would have preferred to have remained in the Church as a priest. The Church would have been richer with him, and his wife, in its ranks!! He had friends who were gay priests and in long term relationships. There is hypocrisy and unchristian behaviour embedded in the hierarchy that will be a MASSIVE job to alter; sadly. Well done Fleabag for starting another conversation about this.
The ordination figures are extremely worrying and point to a major problem. Many catholics would be very open to priests being allowed to marry. Undoubtedly this will have to looked at in open minded way by the Catholic Church hierarchy.
I went to a RC convent during my entire school life. I was told at school that priests didn't marry as it was important that he could dedicate his life to his parishioners and not have any other commitments. I say that is a load of tosh, no wonder I became a lapsed RC as soon as I left school. Recent sex scandals have vindicated my feelings that the church is deeply corrupt and needs root and branch reform.

Fewer and fewer are seeking ordination because celibacy is a gift bestowed on very few and the buddy-buddy life of a seminarian encourages those for whom friendships with their own gender are more congenial. Further, the Vatican and probably many archdioceses worldwide are full of those who are virulently ant-homosexual in public - the Church's de facto position - while pursuing it with considerable enthusiasm privately.
By not allowing priests in the Catholic Church to marry in modern times is regressive and counterproductive. The only exception for priests to be married are those who defect from the Church of England. In the eleventh and twelfth centuries, priests who served in the parish were generally allowed to marry and to have children which was very forward thinking and progressive for those times. Priesthood in the middle ages was hereditary, so that the priest’s son would take over the church when his father died. The Church attempted to keep priests and bishops from marrying and having children. These attempts to impose celibacy deterred some from aspiring to become priests.
I'm not sure if you convened all the priests in the country you'd be able to front up an annual candidate for a calender let alone the 12 lovely chaps fronting the Calendario Romano. I have met some lovely priests, none of them calender worthy. It's an interesting thing. Our local parish has a married priest with children who defected from the CoE when they let the ladies in. I have always been puzzled a steward of the community who believes a woman is not equivalent to a man but continues to have a woman as an essential part of life.
