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06 April 2017
Costs of celibacy

Chris McDonnell’s cautious diplomacy on the crisis of compulsory celibacy (Letters, 1 April) is commendable in his position as secretary of the Movement for Married Clergy, but, as an even longer serving ordinary member of that movement and retired priest with nothing left to lose, it would be my privilege to nudge the boat a little further into these troubled waters.

After the media furore that greeted the Bishop Eamonn Casey affair, it was left to Germaine Greer, a lapsed Catholic, to remind the frenzied Fourth Estate that they were missing the point – that “the Catholic Church is predicated on the reality of mortal sin” so what did they expect?

Around the same time (1992) my then Archbishop opined to a priest friend of mine that it never ceased to amaze him “how very many of his priests had actually fathered children”.

Excluding the rather large number of priests who are gay, it should go without saying, and certainly should not shock us any more, that priests, being fallen, like the rest of mankind, will often succumb to the perfectly natural situation of a consenting and full relationship with a woman.

In 1992 the media, and indeed many Catholic people, seemed more horrified by the fact that Casey had financed his fall from grace with “diocesan funds” than with the sexual failure itself. 

It is surely part and parcel of the omerta to which McDonnell refers, that it was standard but confidential procedure at that time that, if a fallen priest undertook to cut off all contact with both mother and child, his diocese would then assume financial responsibility for the situation.

It is time that our bishops should face up to the fact that a thousand-year experiment with compulsory celibacy has substantially failed, vocations have dried up because of it, and the system is utterly broken.

The greatest sadness of all is that, in applying ecclesiastical discipline to failures in compulsory celibacy, there seems to be an abysmal failure to distinguish between the priest philanderer and the priest who would, if allowed, be in a permanent, loving, stable and faithful relationship.
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