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There is still an argument for celibacy as a sacrifice made for the sake of others 

In the light of the continuing furore in the Catholic Church over child abuse by priests, urgent questions have to be asked about clerical celibacy. Does it lead to abuse? One recent writer in the American Jesuit magazine America summarised the case thus, before dismissing it as pseudo-Freudian nonsense: “Celibacy is an unliveable demand. Any human being asked to make promises of celibacy is driven to moral hypocrisy by the irrepressible nature of the sexual libido.”

There is another layer to this, however. There is solid evidence that most convicted paedophile priests are homosexual. So is there a causal connection between the two – does that “irrepressible nature of the sexual libido” apply particularly to them? If so, the quickest way to reduce the incidence of child abuse by priests would be to exclude gay men from the priesthood. This raises the prospect of a horrendous witch-hunt, as a result of which the Church could deprive itself of some of its best priests.

The former nuncio to the United States, Archbishop Carlo Maria Viganò, believes that many of the senior Catholic clergy responsible for covering up cases of child abuse are themselves homosexual. In other words they are engaged in an almighty homosexual protection racket, a “mafia-like conspiracy”.

Contrast this with the diagnosis favoured by Pope Francis. At the root of the child abuse scandal, he has said, is the disease of clericalism. “To say ‘no’ to abuse is to say an emphatic ‘no’ to all forms of clericalism,” the Pope wrote in his recent letter to all the world’s Catholics.

On the one hand we have Pope Francis calling for fundamental reform of the Church to get rid of clericalism. He has said nothing about any link between homosexuality and paedophilia. On the other we have those like Archbishop Viganò whom we may presume have no quarrel with clericalism, but for whom the link is clear: gay priests are the source of the problem. This, we may safely say, is a position favoured by many Catholic conservatives. The elimination of clericalism, on the other hand, is more favoured by Catholic liberals. 

Yet what causes clericalism? What gave rise to the almost universal cultural assumption inside the Catholic Church that priests were “better” than ordinary lay people, and should therefore be put on a pedestal to be honoured and respected – and protected from criticism? Might that be partly the result of celibacy?

A connection between celibacy and clericalism is implied in the Catholic Catechism. Paragraph 1579, for instance, tells us that “the ordained ministers of the Latin Church … intend to remain celibate ‘for the sake of the kingdom of heaven’. Called to consecrate themselves with undivided heart to the Lord and to ‘the affairs of the Lord’, they give themselves entirely to God and to men. Celibacy is a sign of this new life to the service of which the Church’s minister is consecrated; accepted with a joyous heart, celibacy radiantly proclaims the Reign of God.” That certainly puts them on a pedestal.

There is a simple cure. It is to allow a mixed priesthood, both married and celibate. That passage of the Catechism badly needs to be rewritten, furthermore, and an appropriate adjustment made to priestly training and formation. For there is still an argument for celibacy as a sacrifice made for the sake of others. But the psychology of celibacy needs validating on other grounds than the highly spiritualised piety in the Catechism.

Once the pseudo-Freudian theory of celibacy as a pathological state of sexual repression is dismissed, it can been seen as a fruitful route to emotional maturity and a well adjusted and balanced personality. The tender warm-heartedness a married man may devote to his wife and family can, by celibacy, be universalised to all who cross his path (and the same analogy applies to wives and celibate women).

He has, like the bonding potential of some chemical atoms and compounds, an available valency. Such a celibate person, male or female, whether gay or not, may be aware of sexual attraction but reacts to it as a happily married man or woman might do when they meet their close friends. Such friendships are affectionate but non-exclusive, and still life-giving. So a positive view of celibacy as a way of dedicating oneself to the service of one’s fellow human beings is entirely reasonable – once it is separated from the ecclesiastical power structure which has corrupted and distorted it.

