A human heart will not be caged’ Premium 
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The deep friendship between John Paul II and the philosopher Anna-Teresa Tymieniecka, revealed last week, surprised the world. For many priests committed to a life of celibacy, the need for such intimacy was not surprising
Social media has been having a field day. “Secret love of saint and married woman,” it cried out. The available details of St John Paul II’s friendship with Polish-born American philosopher Anna-Teresa Tymieniecka are evoking all kinds of reactions across the world. 

Because he was such a central figure in world affairs there is a huge interest in his personal life. And since he presented such a gritty, determined persona in public life, the news of his more human side is surprising, even shocking, for millions. 

Looked at from a traditional point of view, the revelation may seem alarming. It should not have happened, people complain. It lets the side down. It gives a very bad example. He was living a double life. Yet from another angle, the story is but another way of saying that this powerful Roman Catholic leader was also a needy, vulnerable man with as much right to have women friends as anyone else. 

It is small wonder that variations on that relationship happen for many of us lower down the ranks. The oil of Holy Orders does not inoculate us against catching love. Neither does compulsory celibacy. As a river flows and a bird flies, a human heart will not be caged. But the danger is that many celibate priests will try to stifle nature, to scramble love’s direction, and to sublimate that good energy into other channels. These channels can often become addictions – to money, alcohol, ambition, abusive relationships. 

When love happens, it can bring ecstasy and agony in its wake – for the priest and for the other person. It often entails an unhealthy hiddenness that stunts its growth. Many will identify with the Pope’s efforts to avoid publicity, to cover his tracks from the secret police of Communist Poland, and even to risk his friendship with Anna-Teresa by staying silent when the Vatican tried to omit her name from a book on which she had collaborated. 

But in spite of her hurt at this “betrayal” as she called it, the longing for intimacy continued, and seemingly increased, as she dashed to be at his side after the assassination attempt. After all, she passionately felt she “belonged to him”. This relentless hunger of the heart lives in everyone, made as we are in the image of the dynamic Trinity, the symbol of a yearning desire to give and receive love. 

And we priests are no exception to that holy inscription written into human flesh and spirit. But it usually stays buried deep within us. Nor is there any safe forum for talking openly about it. For those who are not specifically called to a celibate life – the vast majority of priests – it can be a heavy burden. Even for a pope. 

The awareness of all this dawned only gradually on many of us naive young clerics as we began our ministry in parishes around the world. Caught up in the clerical regime of minor and major seminaries, we gave scarcely any attention to the implications of a life commitment to celibacy. All we wanted was to be useful, to serve, to make a difference in our world; celibacy was just a part of the package deal. In a sense, we were hostages to fortune. 

Later we learned that love is vital for full living, the source and sustenance of the vocation to priesthood. The human heart needs the oxygen of love to stay true to its mission. Without it we are dead men talking. Only love alone can awaken what is divine within us. “When we love and allow ourselves to be loved,” John O’Donohue believed, “we begin more and more to inhabit the kingdom of the eternal.” In a little-known poem, “Sister”, and in a different context, St John Paul II wrote: 

When I call you sister
I think that each meeting
Contains not only the communion of moments,
But the seed of the same eternity.
 
Despite institutional justifications for compulsory celibacy, a holy door in the heart is forever closed, and our lives will be lived along radically different lines from the norm. Deep friendships, of course, continue to provide essential nourishment for the soul. Yet, for all its blessings, maintaining an appropriate relationship between priest and woman-friend has never been easy. Too many tears. Without any real foundation in dogma, scripture or spirituality, and originally imposed for earthly and practical reasons, compulsory celibacy will surely soon be radically reviewed. 

John Paul and Anna-Teresa would have shed tears too. She was his “vocation”. The “inner voice” of his heart told him so. For both curate and cardinal also, the natural need to share intimately in a loving mutuality, holds true. Ignoring, denying or abusing this innate intensity has led to terrible consequences. Individuals and families have been damaged. 

Carelessness and ignorance have left too many lifetime scars on hearts and minds. Not many of us priests can claim innocence in this respect. There is a widespread, silent need for repentance and forgiveness, especially in this Jubilee Year, for the sins of our past. 

In the meantime, what needs to be affirmed and protected is the priceless gift of friendship and encouragement between priests and laity. Women friends continue to play a huge part in supporting the vocation, the spirit, the goals of priests and bishops. Without them many of us would surely flounder. Because, in spite of suspicion and gossip, there is no real substitute for this kind of loving support. And in a clerical environment of swiftly diminishing numbers in churches and seminaries, a great loneliness is never far away. 

A deep disillusionment in the minds of many older priests has depleted their energy, making their practical, pastoral work more difficult to face. The pedestal has been knocked over; a kind of anonymity awaits. But there remains for many, the life-giving richness and empowerment of a friendship, “a gift from God” as the saint himself put it, bringing courage and new hope in a relationship that is true, open and full of grace. In Gaelic, such a person is described as an anam chara, the guardian angel of the soul.
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