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2

F
rien

d
s

of
th

e
B

rid
eg

ro
o

m
:

T
he

B
iblical

F
o
u

n
d
atio

n
s

of
P

riestly
C

elib
acy

M
ary

H
ealy,

STD

s
the

discipline
of

priestly
celibacy

of
biblical

origin,
or

d
id

it
arise

only
in

C
hurch

trad
itio

n
of

the
patristic

era
w

ith
its

ascetic
ideals?

If
it

is
of

biblical
origin,

w
h
at

is
its

d
eep

est
rationale?

T
hese

questions
of

im
m

ense
theological

and
pastoral

im
portance

illustrate
in

a
p

articu
larly

striking
w

ay
the

in
te

r
dependence

of
sacred

scripture
and

sacred
tradition.

T
he

N
ew

T
estam

ent
teaching

on
celibacy

arose
out

of
the

living
trad

itio
n

of
the

early
C

hurch,
w

hich
w

as
itself

rooted
in

the
traditions

of
Israel.T

he
scriptures

are
in

tu
rn

norm
ative

for
subsequent

tra
d
i

tion,yet our
u

n
d
erstan

d
in

g
of w

hat
the

scriptures
say

is
deeply

conditioned
by

h
o

w
the

C
hurch

has
received,

interpreted,
an

d
lived

these
texts

in
its

tradition.
In

the
case

of
priestly

celibacy,
the

question
is

com
plicated

by
the

fact
that

tw
o

very
different

lines
of

interpretation
have

developed
in

the
C

hristian
E

astand
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W
est.

F
urther,

in
the

W
est

the
m

ain
lines

of
reasoning

for
the

discipline
have

changed
over

tim
e,as

the
em

phasis
has

shifted
from

priestly
continence

w
ithin

m
arriage

(in
the

early
centuries

w
hen

m
any

clerics
w

ere
m

arried)
to

priestly
celibacy.
1

M
ost

of
the

recent
studies

of
the

origins
of

clerical
celibacy

focus
on

patristic
w

ritings
and

on
ecclesiasticallegislation

from
the

fourth
century

on, w
ith

only
brief

discussion
of

the
biblical

m
aterial.
2

T
his

lack
of

attention
is

not
surprising,

considering
that

the
relevant

biblical
texts

are
few

and
tend

to
be

oblique
and

suggestive
rather

than
direct.

In
this

chapter
1

w
ill

explore
these

biblicalfoundations
by

exam
ining

firstthe
O

ld
T

estam
ent

background
and

then
the

teaching
of the

gospels
and

of
P

aul
on

celibacy.
I

w
ill

consider
w

hether
the

N
ew

T
estam

ent
indicates

any
intrinsic

relationship
betw

een
celibacy

and
the

priesthood
and

w
hat

the
underlying

logic
w

ould
be

of
such

a
relationship.

F
inally,

I’ll
exam

ine
tw

o
passages

th
at

seem
to

p
resen

t
co

u
n

terevidence
to

a
biblical

basis
for

clerical
celibacy

and
offer

an
alternative

w
ay

of
interpreting

these
texts.

C
E

L
IB

A
C

Y
IN

T
H

E
O

L
D

T
E

S
T

A
M

E
N

T

To
appreciate

the
N

ew
T

estam
ent’s

teaching
on

celibacy
it

is
crucial

first
to

recognize
th

at
in

ancient
Israel

celibacy
as

a
religious

ideal
sim

ply
did

not exist,In
Israelite

tradition
there

is
no

greater
h

u
m

an
blessing

th
an

that
of

m
arriage

and
children.

It
is

the
prim

ordial
blessing

given
to

hum
anity

at
the

m
om

ent
of

creation:
“G

od
blessed

th
em

an
d

said
to

them
,

be
fru

itfu
l

and
m

ultiply”
(G

n
1:28).Itis

likew
ise

the
foundationalblessing

bestow
ed

on
A

braham
at the

origin
of

the
chosen

people:
“Iw

ill
m

ake
you

exceedingly
fruitful;

Iw
ill

m
ake

nations
of

you,
and

kings
shall

com
e

forth
from

you”
(G

n
17:6).

M
arriage

is
th

u
s

“a
religiously

privileged
state,

privileged
by

revelation
itself,”
4

C
onversely, to

be
deprived

of
the

giftof
m

arriage
and

children
w

as
considered

the
greatestof m

isfortunes.T
he

esteem
in

w
hich

Israel
h
eld

m
arriag

e
is

p
o

ig
n

an
tly

illu
strated

in
the

story
of

Jephthah’s
daughter,

w
ho

w
as

doom
ed

to
be

offered
in

sacrifice
because

of her
father’s

rash
vow

.She
begs

his
perm

ission
to

first
go

into
the

m
ountains

fortw
o

m
onths

to
“m

ourn
her

virginity”

_
_

_
_

_
_

_
_

_
_

_
_

_
_

_
_

_
_

_
_

_
_
_

_
_
_
_

_
_
_
_

_
_
_
_
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(Jgs
11:37—

38)—
thatis,

to
m

o
u

rn
the

factthat
she

dies
a

virgin.
In

the
context

of
the

old
covenant,

to
freely

choose
celibacy

an
d

childlessness
as

a
state

of
life

w
as

sim
ply

unthinkable.
P

riestly
celibacy

w
o

u
ld

of
course

have
been

nonsensical,
since

the
p
ri

m
ary

qualification
for

p
riesth

o
o
d

w
as

physical
descent

fro
m

the
fam

ily
of

A
aron.

O
nly

one
instance

of
v
o
lu

n
tary

celibacy
is

recorded
in

the
O

ld
T

estam
ent:

th
at

of
the

p
ro

p
h
et

Jerem
iah.

B
ut

his
celibacy

h
ad

a
m

ean
in

g
an

d
m

o
tiv

atio
n

en
tirely

different
from

later
C

h
ristian

practice.
G

od
req

u
ired

the
p
ro

p
h
et

to
forego

m
ar-.

riage,
not

as
a

positive
com

m
itm

ent
to

G
od

b
u
t

as
a

p
ro

p
h

etic
sign

of
im

m
inent

disaster
(Jer

16:1—
4).In

typicalprophetic
style,

Jerem
iah

personally
em

bodied
his

m
essage.

H
is

celibacy
w

as
a

graphic
sym

bol
of

the
terrifying

judgm
ent

to
com

e
u

p
o
n

a
p
o
s

tate
Judah,

in
w

hich
w

om
en

and
children

w
ould

perish
by

dis-.
ease,

sw
ord,

and
fam

ine
w

ithout
lam

ent
or

b
u
rial.
5

T
he

O
ld

T
estam

ent’s
negative

view
of

the
u
n

m
arried

state
is

w
idely

reflected
in

later
rabbinic

w
ritings.

A
ccording

to
rab-

binic
tradition,

“B
e

fruitful
and

m
ultiply”

(G
n

1:28)
is

the
first

of
the

613
co

m
m

an
d
m

en
ts

th
at

Jew
ish

m
en

are
req

u
ired

to
o
b
serv

e.
6

F
or

a
m

an
to

rem
ain

unm
arried

pastthe
age

oftw
en

ty
w

as
considered

blam
ew

orthy)’
T

he
T

alm
ud

records
the

w
ell-

k
n

o
w

n
saying

of
R

abbi
E

leazar:
“A

ny
m

an
w

ho
has

no
w

ife
is

no
m

an
.”

6
D

espite
this

general
disapproval,

how
ever,

in
the

intertestam
ental

period
there

w
ere

som
e

instances
of

celibacy
as

a
freely

chosen
lifestyle.

S
om

e
m

em
bers

of
the

E
ssene

c
o
m

m
unity

practiced
celibacy,

although
the

evidence
is

inconclusive
as

to
w

hether
itw

as
obligatory

or
m

erely
encouraged.

C
learly,

itw
as

linked
w

ith
ritualpurity

and
w

ith
a

highly
negative

view
of

w
o
m

en
.

9
P

hilo
also

m
entions

the
exam

ple
of

the
T

h
erap

eu
tae,

a
Jew

ish
sect

in
E

g
y
p
t.

1°
T

he
closest

parallel
to

C
h

ristian
celibacy

is
the

intriguing
exam

ple
of

the
late

first-century
R

abbi
S

im
eon

ben
A

zzai,
w

ho
paradoxically

disapproved
of

celibacy
yet

practiced
it

him
self.

W
hen

challenged
by

his
fellow

rabbis,
he

replied,
“B

ut
w

hat
shall

I
do,

seeing
that

m
y

soul
is

in
love

w
ith

the
T

orah?
T

he
w

o
rld

can
be

carried
on

by
others.”

1
1

A
11

these
instances,how

ever, w
ere

exceptions
to

the
Jew

ish
norm

,
in
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w
hich

the
failure

to
take

a
w

ife
and

bear
offspring

w
as

frow
ned

on
as

a
transgression

of
a

divine
com

m
and.

W
ith

respect
to

tem
porary

sexual
abstinence,

hO
w

ever,
w

e
find

an
entirely

different
situation.

A
t

several
points

the
O

ld
T

estam
entbears

w
itness

to
a

close
relationship

betw
een

sexual
abstinence

an
d

contact
w

ith
the

holy.
T

his
link

first
ap

p
ears

in
the

E
xodus

account
of

the
th

eo
p

h
an

y
on

M
ount

S
inai,

the
event

that
gave

b
irth

to
Israel

as
a

nation.
H

ere
G

od
establishes

a
priestly

status
for

allIsrael:
“Y

ou
shall be

to
m

e
a

kingdom
of

priests
and

a
holy

nation”
(E

x
19:6). H

e
then

com
m

ands
that

in
preparation

for
the

theophany
on

the
third

day
the

people
“co

n
secrate

them
selves”

and
“w

ash
their

garm
ents”

(19:10)—
actions

closely
linked

w
ith

priesthood
(cf. E

x
40:13;N

m
19:7). To

these
injunctions

M
oses

adds,
“B

e
ready

by
the

third
day;

do
not

go
near

a
w

om
an”

(19:15),
th

at
is,

abstain
from

m
arital

relations.
A

lthough
the

reasoning
is

left
im

plicit,
the

notion
that

a
direct

encounter
w

ith
G

od
requires

abstinence
m

ay
reflect

the
idea

that sexualintercourse
causes

a
certain

preoccupation
w

ith
w

hat
is

earthly,
a

d
iv

ertin
g

of
energies

th
at

p
reclu

d
es

fixing
one’s

undivided
attention

and
ardor

on
the

holy
G

od.
Itis

significant
thatin

the
P

entateuchal
narrative

this
stipulation

is
given

prior
to

the
ritual

p
u

rity
law

s
of

L
eviticus.

A
t

this
p

o
in

t
in

E
xodus

there
is

no
suggestion

of
sexual

relations
causing

im
purity;

itis
a

m
atter

of
passing

not
from

the
unclean

to
the

clean
b

u
t

from
the

profane
(com

m
on)

realm
to

the
holy.

O
nly

after
the

w
ater

shed
event

of
the

golden
calf

idolatry
w

ith
its

(probably
cultic)

sexual
revelry

(cf.
E

x
32:6,

25)—
a

particularly
egregious

abuse
of

the
sexual

faculty—
is

the
ritual

p
u
rity

legislation
instituted

specifying
that

intercourse
renders

one
unclean.

T
his

suggests
that

the
abstinence

rule
expressed

here
em

bodies
an

en
d

u
rin

g
principle

that
does

not
belong

to
those

ritual
p
u

rity
law

s. ab
ro

gated
in

the
new

co
v

en
an

t,
1
2

Interestingly,
later

rabbinic
com

m
entary,

despite
its

n
e
g
a

tive
view

of
celibacy,

h
eld

that,
from

the
S

inai
th

eo
p
h
an

y
on,

M
oses

rem
ained

perm
anently

continent. H
is

abiding
proxim

ity
to

G
od

(in
contrast to

Israel’s
tem

porary
proxim

ity)
w

as
view

ed

as
req

u
irin

g
the

p
erm

an
en

t
ren

u
n

ciatio
n

of
sexual

relatio
n
s.

A
ccording

to
the

T
alm

ud,
M

oses
reasoned

to
him

self,
If

the
Israelites,

w
ith

w
hom

the
S

hekhinah
[the

divine
presence]

spoke
only

on
one

occasion
and

H
e

appointed
them

a
[definite]

tim
e,

yet
the

T
orah

said,
“B

e
ready

for
the

third
day:

do
not

com
e

near
a

w
om

an”:
I,w

ith
w

hom
the

Shekhinah
speaks

at
all

tim
es

and
does

notappoint m
e

a
[definite]

tim
e,how

m
uch

m
ore

so!’
3

T
he

link
betw

een
sexual

abstinence
and

proxim
ity

to
G

o
d

is
codified

in
L

eviticus,
th

o
u
g

h
now

w
ith

an
explicit

reference
to

ritu
al

p
u

rity
.’

4
S

ince
sexual

intercourse
ren

d
ered

a
p
erso

n
tem

porarily
unclean

(L
v

15:18,32; cf.D
t23:10—

14),priests
w

ere
req

u
ired

to
observe

abstinence
d
u
rin

g
th

eir
term

s
of

tem
p
le

service—
a

requirem
ent m

entioned
explicitly

in
regard

to
the

e
a
t

ing
of

sacrificed
food

(L
v

22:4—
7).A

bstinence
w

as
also

req
u

ired
of soldiers

on
active

d
u
ty

engaged
in

the
sacred

duty
of

fighting
the

L
ord’s

battles
(cf.

1
S

m
21:4—

5).’
A

lthough
this

O
ld

T
estam

ent background
is

rarely
in

v
o
k

ed
today

in
discussions

of
the

theology
of

celibacy,
itis

the
e
sse

n
tialbackdrop

to
N

ew
T

estam
ent teaching

for
tw

o
reasons.

F
irst,

scripture’s
u
n
am

b
ig

u
o

u
s

affirm
ation

of
the

good
of

m
arriag

e
helps

ensure
that

C
hristian

celibacy
is

notfounded
on

a
d
en

ig
ra

tion
of

the
m

arried
state

or
on

a
view

of
sexuality

as
intrinsically

tainted—
a

m
istake

too
often

m
ade

in
early

C
hristianity.

S
econd,

the
O

ld
T

estam
ent

regulations
on

tem
porary

sexual
abstinence

p
ro

v
id

e
an

im
p
o
rtan

t
th

o
u
g

h
subtle

clue
to

the
link

b
etw

een
celibacy

and
ordained

m
inistry

in
the

N
ew

T
estam

ent.

C
E

L
IB

A
C

Y
IN

T
H

E
T

E
A

C
H

IN
G

O
F

JE
S

U
S

A
t

the
d
aw

n
of

the
n
ew

covenant,
in

the
angel

G
abriel’s

dialogue
w

ith
M

ary,
is

the
announcem

ent
of

som
ething

entirely
new

:
a

fruitful
virginity.

G
abriel

assures
M

ary
that,

alth
o

u
g
h

she
does

“not
know

m
an”

(L
k

1:34), by
the

pow
er

of
the

H
oly

S
pirit

she
w

ill
b
rin

g
fo

rth
a

child
w

h
o

is
the

S
on

of
G

od—
a

fru
itfu

ln
ess

th
at

infinitely
su

rp
asses

an
y

th
in

g
en

v
isio

n
ed

in
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the
old

covenant.
Since

L
uke

portrays
M

ary
as

an
icon

of
the

C
hristian

com
m

unity,’
6

M
ary’s

virginity
is

the
firsthintof

a
new

,
supernatural

kind
of

espousal
and

fruitfulness
for

the
C

hurch,
although

during
Jesus’

earthly
life

this
m

ystery
rem

ained
h
id

den
from

his
contem

poraries.
L

uke’s
account

of
the

an
n

u
n

cia
tion

an
d

v
isitatio

n
also

p
o

rtray
s

M
ary

as
the

n
ew

ark
of

the
covenant—

the
true

dw
elling

place
of

the
living

G
od,

of
w

hich
the

original
ark

w
as

only
a

fo
resh

ad
o

w
in

g
.

1
7

Joseph,
then,

is
in

the
role

of priest,
chastely

m
inistering

to
G

od’s
hidden

presence
in

the
hum

ble
hom

e
at

N
azareth.

T
he

only
direct reference

to
celibacy

in
Jesus’

public
m

inistry
is

a
rem

arkably
brief

saying
recorded

in
M

atthew
—

significantly,
in

the
context of

an
affirm

ation
of m

arriage. W
hen

Jesus
declares

thatm
arriage

is
indissoluble, the

disciples
protest,

“If
thatis

the
case

of
a

m
an

w
ith

his
w

ife, itis
better

not to
m

arry”
(M

t
19:10).

T
his

com
plaint becom

es
the

occasion
for

a
new

pronouncem
ent

on
the

voluntary
renunciation

of
m

arriage
(for

an
entirely

d
if

ferent reason
than

the
defeatistpragm

atism
of

the
disciples):

N
ot

everyone
can

receive
this

saying, but
only

those
to

w
hom

itis
given. T

here
are

eunuchs
w

ho
have

been
so

from
birth,

and
there

are
eunuchs

w
ho

have
been

m
ade

eunuchs
by

m
en,

and
there

are
eunuchs

w
ho

have
m

ade
them

selves
eunuchs

for
the

sake
of

the
kingdom

ofheaven. H
e

w
ho

is
able

to
receive

this, let
him

receive
it.(M

t 19:11—
12)

T
his

saying,
w

hich
m

ay
so

u
n
d

h
arsh

to
us,

w
o
u
ld

have
been

even
m

ore
so

in
the

cultural
context

of
the

day.
T

he
term

“eunuch”
had

highly
pejorative, even

offensive, co
n
n
o
tatio

n
s.

1
8

A
s

a
m

an
w

ith
a

physical
defect,

a
eu

n
u

ch
w

as
ineligible

for
priesthood

and
barred

from
any

participation
in

the
tem

ple
w

o
r

ship
of

G
od’s

people
(L

v
21:20—

21;D
t

23:1).’
Itis

even
possible

that
“eunuch”

w
as

a
term

of
opprobrium

that Jesus’
opponents

h
ad

th
ro

w
n

at
him

because
of

his
u
n
m

arried
state,

w
hich

he
picked

u
p

and
used

for his
ow

n
purposes,

as
he

did
w

ith
other

epithets
such

as
glutton,

d
ru

n
k

ard
,

blasphem
er,

friend
of

tax
collectors,

and
sin

n
e
rs.

2
0

Jesus’
saying

is
fram

ed
by

a
double

affirm
ation

th
at

w
h

at
he

proposes
applies

not
to

all
his

follow
ers

b
u
t

only
to

som
e:

“T
hose

to
w

h
o

m
it

is
given”

(M
t

1
9

:lla)
or

one
“w

ho
is

able
to

receive
this”

(v.
12b),

T
hat

is,
celibacy

for
the

k
in

g
d
o

m
is

a
charism

,
a

gift freely
given

by
G

od
to

w
hom

ever
he

w
ills,w

h
ich

m
ustin

turn
be

freely
accepted

by
the

individual.
In

a
ch

aracter
istically

Sem
itic

w
ay,Jesus

sets
the

context forhis
saying

by
n
o

t
ing

the
obvious

factoflife
thatsom

e
m

en
are

eunuchs
by

genetic
defect

and
som

e
by

castration.
T

his
negative

context
serves

to
underscore

the
daring

new
ness

of
his

pronouncem
ent:

“T
here

are
eunuchs

w
ho

have
m

ade
them

selves
eunuchs

for
the

sake
of

the
kingdom

of
h
eav

en
.”

2’
A

s
P

ope
John

P
aul

II
points

o
u
t

in
his

theology
of

the
body

catecheses,
in

the
context

of
salvation

history
Jesus’

saying
is

an
“absolute

novelty,”
a

“turning
point”

in
the

revelation
of

the
m

eaning
of

the
b
o
d
y
.

2
2

B
y

using
the

severe
term

“eunuch”
as

a
m

etap
h
o
r

for
v

o
l

untary
celibacy,Jesus

alludes
to

the
self-denial

entailed
in

such
a

call,
that

it
involves

the
renunciation

of
the

prim
ordial

b
le

ss
ing

and
the

o
rd

in
ary

p
ath

to
happiness

in
h
u
m

an
life.

Y
et,

he
asserts,

there
is

a
suprem

e
value,

a
supernatural

good,
thatre

la
tivizes

all natural
goods

and
thus

m
otivates

such
renunciation,

nam
ely,

“the
kingdom

of
heaven.”

T
he

kingdom
of

heaven—
M

atthew
’s

circum
locution

for
“the

kingdom
of

G
od,”

an
ex

p
res

sion
that

sum
s

u
p

Israel’s
hopes

for
the

m
anifest

reign
of

G
od

over
his

people
an

d
all

c
r
e
a
tio

n
2

3
—

i
s

the
central

object
of

all
Jesus’

preaching
and

public
m

inistry.
T

he
kingdom

is
already

p
resen

t
in

Jesus
him

self
an

d
the

co
m

m
u
n
ity

form
ed

aro
u
n
d

him
yet

m
ysteriously

h
id

d
en

and
to

com
e

in
its

fullness
only

at
the

end
of

tim
e.

T
hat

som
e

w
o
u

ld
renounce

m
arriage

“for
the

sake
of

the
kingdom

”
is

a
prophetic

testim
ony

to
the

reality
of

the
kingdom

,
already

present
here

and
n

o
w

.
2
4

E
ven

m
ore,

it
is

an
eschatoiogical

sign
pointing

to
the

full
consum

m
ation

of
the

kingdom
.

In
his

later
dialogue

w
ith

the
S

adducees,
Jesus

declares
th

at
“in

the
resu

rrectio
n

they
n

eith
er

m
arry

nor
are

given
in

m
arriage,

b
u
t

are
like

angels
in

heaven”
(M

t
22:30).

T
hose

w
ho

are
celibate

for
the

kingdom
,

then,
anticipate

in
a

visible
w

ay
this

final
destiny

of
h

u
m

an
life.T

hey
“step

beyond
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the
dim

ensions
of history—

w
hile

still living
w

ithin
the

d
im

en
sions

of history—
and

dram
atically

declare
to

the
w

orld
that

the
kingdom

of G
od

is
here

(M
t

12:28).”25

In
his

profound
reflection

on
these

texts, John
P

aulII w
rites

that
Jesus’

w
ords

im
ply

that,
in

the
resurrected

life,
the

sp
o
u

sal
m

eaning
of

the
body—

that
is,

its
sexual

com
plem

entarity
designed

for
spousal union—

w
ill be

revealed
“as

the
‘virginal’

m
eaning

of being
m

ale
and

fem
ale.”

2
6

M
arriage

w
ill com

e
to

an
end

only
because

it
w

ill
give

w
ay

to
that

w
hich

it
is

designed
to

prefigure:
the

heavenly
w

edding—
an

im
m

easurably
greater

exchange
of

love
in

w
hich

each
p
erso

n
w

ill
“express

all
the

energies
of his

ow
n

personal
an

d
.

.
.psychosom

atic
subjectiv

ity
.”

2
7

E
ach

person’s
gift of

selfto
G

od
w

illbe
his

or
her

eternal
response

to
the

living
experience

of
“G

od’s
m

ost
personal

‘self-
giving’: in

his
very

divinity
to

m
an

.”
2
8

T
he

risen
hum

an
body

w
ill

becom
e

the
vehicle

an
d

expression
of

a
reciprocal self-donation

to
G

od,
and

to
all

the
redeem

ed,
that

w
ill

be
virginal

yet
w

ill
infinitely

transcend
the

earthly
one-flesh

union
of husband

and
w

ife.
C

elibates,
by

w
itnessing

to
the

fulfillm
ent

found
in

self-
donation

apart
from

sexual
in

tim
acy

,
are

signs
of

the
joy

of
the

future
kingdom

already
anticipated

here
on

earth.
B

ut there
is

a
further

significance
to

Jesus’
saying

on
eunuchs.

T
he

fact
that

he
is

offering
not

only
an

invitation
for

his
d

isci
ples

but
also

the
explanation

of
his

ow
n

virginity
im

plies
that

celibacy
for

the
kingdom

is
ultim

ately
rooted

in
the

m
ystery

of
C

hrist him
self.It takes

on
its

full
significance

only
in

relation
to

him
. W

hy
w

as
Jesus

celibate?
T

his
question

m
ust be

answ
ered

in
light

of
his

affirm
ation

of
his

identity
elsew

here
in

the
G

o
s

pel.
In

M
atthew

9:15,
in

response
to

a
question

about
w

hy
his

disciples
do

not
fast,

Jesus
replies,

“C
an

the
w

edding
guests

m
ourn

as
long

as
the

bridegroom
is

w
ith

them
?

T
he

days
w

ill
com

e, w
hen

the
bridegroom

is
taken

aw
ay

from
them

,
and

then
they

w
ill fast.”

W
ith

this
saying

he
alludes

to
the

O
ld

T
estam

ent
them

e
of

the
spousal

covenant betw
een

Y
H

w
H

and
Israel,
2
9

and

in
a

veiled
w

ay
identifies

him
self as

the
G

od
w

ho
desires

to
w

ed
his

people.
A

s
John

P
aul

II
notes,

the
nuptial

them
e

is
not

just
one

am
ong

m
any

strands
of

im
agery

in
scripture;

rather,
it

is

2.Friendsofthe
Bridegroom

35

the
B

ible’s
deepest

sym
bolic

key
for

expressing
the

relationship
betw

een
G

od
and

m
an.

“A
s

G
od’s

salvific
plan

for
hum

anity,
that

[spousal]
m

ystery
is

in
som

e
sense

the
centralthem

e
of

the
w

hole
ofrevelation,its

centralreality
.”

3
0

T
he

spousalthem
e

ru
n
s

through
the

w
hole

ofbiblicalrevelation,
from

the
nuptial

scene
in

the
g
ard

en
at

the
d
aw

n
of

creation
(G

n
2:21—

25),
th

ro
u
g

h
the

S
ong

of
Songs,

w
hich

both
Jew

ish
and

C
hristian

trad
itio

n
consider

a
m

ystical
allegory

of
the

rom
ance

betw
een

G
od

an
d

his
people,

and
to

the
“m

arriage
of

the
L

am
b”

at
the

en
d

(R
v

19:7;21:9).
Jesus

further
discloses

this
m

ystery
th

ro
u
g
h

the
p
arab

les
of

the
ten

virgins
and

of
the

king
w

ho
gives

a
w

ed
d
in

g
b
a
n

quet
for

his
son

(M
t

22:1—
14;

25:1—
13), w

hich
portray

his
co

m
ing

as
the

joyous
announcem

ent
of

the
M

essianic
n

u
p
tials

so
long

prom
ised

by
the

prophets.
T

he
sam

e
im

agery
is

at
w

o
rk

in
the

sto
ry

of
the

w
edding

at
C

ana
(Jn

2:1—
11).B

y
p
ro

v
id

in
g

a
superabundance

of
new

w
in

e
,

3
1

Jesus
m

anifests
him

self
as

the
M

essianic
bridegroom

w
ho

has
com

e
to

fu
lfil

G
od’s

prom
ises

and
establish

a
new

,
everlasting

covenant
of

m
arriage

w
ith

his
people.

M
ary

appears
as

the
sym

bol
and

personification
of

the
bride.H

er
response,

“D
o

w
hatever

he
tells

you”
(Jn

2:5),echoes
the

acclam
ation

of the
people

atSinai,exem
plifying

the
perfect

response
to

G
od’s

covenantlove
(cf.E

x
19:8; 24:3,

7
)3

2
T

he
entire

C
ana

event,
w

hich
takes

place
“on

the
th

ird
day”

(Jn
2:1),

is
structured

as
a

sym
bolic

foreshadow
ing

of
C

hrist’s
passion,

the
definitive

consum
m

ation
of

the
nuptial

co
v
en

an
t.

3
3

Jesus
w

as
celibate,

then,
precisely

because
he

is
the

divine
bridegroom

,
the

Incarnate
Son

w
ho

em
bodies

G
od’s

ineffable,undivided,
faith

ful,
and

eternal
love

for
his

people.
H

is
identity

and
m

ission
w

ould
be

com
pletely

incom
patible

w
ith

m
arriage

to
a

h
u
m

an
individual.

F
ar

from
being

a
refusal

to
m

arry,
his

celibacy
is

intrinsically
nuptial.

T
his

spousal
character

ofJesus’
celibacy

is
concretely

m
an

i
fested

in
his

public
m

inistry.
H

is
unm

arried
state,far

from
d

is
tancing

him
from

h
u
m

an
relationships,

enabled
him

to
d
raw

close
to

every
p
e
rso

n
.

3
4

P
recisely

because
he

h
ad

no
h
u
m

an
fam

ily,he
w

as
free

to
be

available
to

all and
to

belong
to

all—
to
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Bridegroom

enjoy
their

com
pany

attable,
to

heal
their

diseases,
to

w
elcom

e
and

show
affection

to
children,and

to
revealthe

F
ather’s

u
n
fath

om
able

love
for

each
p
erso

n
he

encountered.
A

s
bridegroom

,
Jesus

also
becom

es
the

fo
u
n
d
er

of
the

n
ew

M
essianic

fam
ily:

“W
hoever

does
the

w
ill

of
m

y
F

ather
in

heaven
is

m
y

brother,
and

sister,
and

m
other”

(M
t

12:50;
cf.Jn

19:26),
Jesus’

identity
as

bridegroom
is,

then,
the

deepest
rationale

of
celibacy

for
the

kingdom
.

T
his

m
eans

that,
for

his
disciples,

the
celibate

vocation
cannotbe

grounded
in

a
prim

arily
p
racti

cal
m

otive—
a

calculation
of

ad
v
an

tag
es

in
tim

e,
energy,

an
d

availability
for

m
issio

n
.

3
5

T
hose

w
ho

are
d

raw
n

to
acceptJesus’

callare
draw

n
prim

arily
notto

his
cause

b
u

tto
him

.T
heir

hearts
are

captivated
by

the
divine

bridegroom
such

that
their

w
hole

identity
is

founded
in

him
(cf.

P
hil

3:12).
H

aving
experienced

the
presence

ofthe
kingdom

in
him

,they
desire

to
devote

th
em

selves
w

holly
to

him
,

to
em

body
and

share
in

a
particular

w
ay

his
spousal

self-donation
to

G
od’s

p
e
o
p
le

.
3
6

T
he

G
ospelofJohn

expresses
this

desire
w

ith
particular

clar
ity

in
the

w
ords

of
John

the
B

aptist,
w

ho
alm

ost
certainly

w
as

celibate
him

self
and

thus
anticipated

the
celibacy

for
the

k
in

g
dom

:
“H

e
w

ho
has

the
bride

is
the

bridegroom
;

the
friend

of
the

bridegroom
,

w
ho

stands
and

hears
him

,
rejoices

greatly
at

the
bridegroom

’s
voice;

therefore
this

joy
of

m
ine

is
now

full.
H

e
m

ust
increase,

b
u

t
I

m
ust

decrease”
(Jn

3:29—
30).S

ignificantly,
John,

the
archetype

of
the

celibate
ascetic,

sacrificed
his

life
to

defend
the

sanctity
ofm

arriage
(M

t
14:3—

11).John’s
celibate

life,
devoted

to
announcing

the
bridegroom

M
essiah,

is
a

prototype
of

C
hristian

celibacy.
T

here
is

only
one

bridegroom
,

b
u

t
those

w
ho

are
celibate

for
the

kingdom
are

friends
of

the
bridegroom

,
w

ho
h

elp
p
rep

are
the

M
essianic

w
e
d
d
in

g
.

3
7

L
ike

John,
th

ey
draw

attention
not

to
them

selves
b

u
t

to
him

(cf.
2

C
or

4:5).
B

y
the

w
itness

oftheir
lives

they
cry

out,
“B

ehold,the
bridegroom

!
C

om
e

out
to

m
eet

him
”

(M
t

25:6;
cf.

R
v

22:17).
It

is
not

co
in

ci
dental thatthe

other
w

ell-know
n

celibate
of

the
N

ew
T

estam
ent,

P
aul, describes

his
m

inistry
in

a
sim

ilar
w

ay,w
riting

to
the

C
o
r

inthians,
“I

feel
a

divine
jealousy

for
you,

for
I

betrothed
you

to
C

hrist
to

presentyou
as

a
p
u
re

bride
to

her
one

husband”
(2

37

C
or

11:2).
P

aul
too

is
a

friend
of

bridegroom
,

w
hose

apostolic
vocation

entails
both

im
aging

C
hrist’s

“jealous”
spousal

love
and

helping
the

C
hurch-bride

to
fully

reciprocate
that

love.

C
E

L
IB

A
C

Y
IN

T
H

E
T

E
A

C
H

IN
G

O
F

P
A

U
L

P
aul’s

instructions
concerning

m
arriage

and
celibacy

in
1

C
orinthians

7
could

be
co

n
sid

ered
a

practical
ap

p
licatio

n
of

the
teaching

and
exam

ple
of

C
hrist,

b
ased

on
his

ow
n

p
a
sto

ral
experience

in
the

early
ch

u
rch

es.
3
8

P
aul,

like
Jesus,

m
ak

es
clear

that,
although

he
recom

m
ends

celibacy,both
m

arriage
and

celibacy
are

charism
s,

that
is,

gifts
of

grace
that

spring
entirely

from
G

od’s
initiative

and
the

individual’s
free

acceptance.
“I

w
ish

that
all w

ere
as

I m
yself

am
[i.e., celibate]. B

uteach
h

as
his

ow
n

charism
[charism

a]
from

G
od,

one
of

one
kind

and
o
n
e

of
another”

(1
C

or
7:7).

It
w

ould
be

a
drastic

m
isin

terp
retatio

n
to

hold
thatP

aul’s
advice

stem
s

from
a

denigration
of m

arriage.In
fact,his

affirm
ation

of
the

charism
of

celibacy
elevates

m
arriage

by
guaranteeing

thatm
arriage

too
is

a
freely

em
braced

vocation
and

not
a

default
position.

F
or

P
aul,

charism
s

are
distinct

from
natural

gifts
or

aptitudes
in

that
they

are
perm

anently
d
e
p
e
n

dent
on

the
w

orking
of

the
H

oly
S

pirit.
To

live
the

charism
of

either
m

arriage
or

celibacy
requires

an
unceasing

reliance
on

the
S

pirit’s
pow

er.
P

aul
bases

his
exhortation

to
celibacy

on
a

tw
ofold

m
otive

that
parallels

the
teaching

of
C

h
rist.

3
9

F
irst

there
is

an
esch

ato
logical m

otive. B
ecause

“the
form

ofthis
w

orld
is

passing
aw

ay”
(1

C
or

7:31),even
those

w
ho

have
w

ives
should

“live
as

th
o
u

g
h

they
had

none”
(1

C
or

7:29).A
s

good
and

holy
as

m
arriage

is,
it

is
relativized

by
the

su
p

rem
e

value
of

the
kingdom

(cf.
L

k
14:26). C

elibates, because
they

are
free

of
the

this-w
orldly

cares
and

anxieties
attendant

on
m

arried
life,

are
able

to
fix

their
gaze

on
the

w
orld

that
is

to
com

e.
T

heir
lives

are
a

prophetic
sign

to
their

fellow
C

hristians
th

at
“our

com
m

onw
ealth

is
in

heaven,
and

from
itw

e
aw

ait a
S

avior”
(Phil 3:20).T

he
celibate

vocation
is,

then,

[
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the
visible

sym
bolofC

hrist’s
lordship

overtim
e.In

the
[celibate

or]
consecrated

virgin
the

C
hurch

proclaim
s

thattim
e

is..
.bathed

already
in

the
glory

ofthe
res

urrection
and

the
daw

n
ofthe

parousia.T
he

[celibate
or]

virgin
is

the
w

itness
to

this
divine

fact,m
uch

like
the

snow
capped

peak
thatcatches

the
firstlightofthe

sunrise
and

heralds
the

day
to

a
sleeping

w
o
rld

.
4°

A
t

the
sam

e
tim

e,
the

fact
that

even
m

arried
C

hristians
are

called
to

live
as

if
they

w
ere

u
n

m
arried

(1
C

or
7:29)

suggests
thatP

aul
does

notview
celibacy

as
radically

distinguishing
one

class
from

others
w

ithin
the

C
hurch.

R
ather,

the
advent

of
the

kingdom
leads

all
C

hristians
to

practice
sexual

self-restraint
in

one
m

ode
or

an
o

th
er.

4
1

T
he

dom
inance

ofthe
sex

drive
has

been
deposed

in
the

face
of

an
im

m
easurably

greater
love

“h
id

d
en

beneath
the

surface
of

all
sm

aller
lo

v
e
s.”

4
2

S
econd,

the
celibate

vocation
has

an
apostolic

dim
ension,

allow
ing

people
freedom

to
devote

them
selves

entirely
to

the
spread

of
the

kingdom
.

“T
he

u
n
m

arried
m

an
is

anxious
about

the
affairs

of
the

L
ord,how

to
please

the
L

ord;b
u
t

the
m

arried
m

an
is

anxious
about

w
o
rld

ly
affairs,

h
o
w

to
please

his
w

ife,
and

his
interests

are
divided”

(1
C

or
7:32—

34).A
s

w
ith

C
hrist’s

teaching,
it

w
o

u
ld

be
a

m
istake

to
in

terp
ret

this
in

a
u
tilitar

ian
m

an
n

er.
4
3

T
he

m
otive

of
this

com
m

itm
ent

is
prim

arily
the

desire
“to

please
the

L
ord”—

that
is,

to
live

a
deep

friendship
w

ith
C

hrist
the

b
rid

eg
ro

o
m

M
essiah

A
an

d
only

secondarily
the

greater
freedom

and
flexibility

for
his

service.

C
E

L
IB

A
C

Y
A

N
D

T
H

E
P

R
IE

S
T

H
O

O
D

B
utw

hat
does

the
institution

of
celibacy

have
to

do
w

ith
the

priesthood?
Is

Jesus’
saying

sim
ply

a
general

invitation
to

his
follow

ers,
or

is
it

in
any

w
ay

intrinsically
linked

w
ith

ap
o
stle

ship
and

thus
w

ith
ordained

m
inistry

in
the

church?
It

is
n

o
tew

o
rth

y
th

at
Jesus’

in
stitu

tio
n

of
celibacy

for
the

kingdom
takes

place
in

the
contextofhis

itinerant
preaching,

a
m

issionary
lifestyle

of
poverty,

and
total

dependence
on

G
od.

T
he

apostles
are

called
to

share
in

this
lifestyle,

giving
u

p
the

com
forts

of
hom

e
and

fam
ily

to
devote

them
selves

full-tim
e

to
the

spread
of

the
kingdom

(cf.
M

t
10:5—

25).
P

eter
im

plicitly
seeks

ack
n

o
w

led
g

m
en

t
of

this
sacrifice

w
h
en

he
says,

“S
ee,

w
e

have
left

our
hom

es
and

follow
ed

you.”
Jesus’

resp
o
n

se,
in

L
uke’s

version, includes
“w

ife”
in

those
things

thatare
given

up:
“T

ruly,
I

say
to

you,
there

is
no

one
w

ho
has

lefthouse
or

w
ife

or
brothers

or
parents

or
children,

for
the

sake
of

the
k
in

g
d

o
m

of
G

od, w
ho

w
illnot

receive
m

anifold
m

ore
in

this
tim

e,
an

d
in

the
age

to
com

e
eternal

life”
(L

k
18:28—

30; cf.
1

4
:2

6
).W

hat
this

m
eant in

the
case

of
Peter,

w
ho

w
as

or
h
ad

been
m

arried
(cf.

L
k

4:38),
is

not
specified.

B
ut

clearly,
the

giving
u
p

of
a

w
ife

(and
children)

“for
the

sake
of

the
kingdom

,”
parallel

to
b
eco

m
in

g
a

eunuch
“for

the
sake

of
the

kingdom
,”

is
a

cost
that

m
ay

be
im

posed
by

the
d

em
an

d
s

of
apostolic

m
inistry.

T
here

is
ev

id
en

ce
in

the
g

o
sp

els
th

at
th

e
ap

o
stles

w
ere

view
ed

as
exercising

not
only

an
evangelistic

and
m

issio
n
ary

role
b
u
t

also
in

som
e

sense
a

priestly
one.

T
he

N
ew

T
estam

ent,
ofcourse, now

here
uses

the
term

“priest”
(hiereus)

or
high

p
riest

(archiereus)
for

m
inisters

of
the

new
covenant—

understandably
so, since

in
first-century

Judaism
“priest”

denoted
a

d
escen

d
an

t
ofA

aron
w

ho
offered

anim
alsacrifices

in
the

Jerusalem
tem

p
le.°

T
here

are, how
ever,

subtle
indications

that
C

hrist
in

ten
d
ed

the
T

w
elve

to
serve

as
a

new
priestly

leadership
for

a
new

Israel.
A

lthough
space

does
not

perm
it

us
to

consider
these

in
detail,

a
few

indications
w

ill
su

ffice.
4
7

M
ark

3:14
tells

us
th

at
Jesus

“ap
p

o
in

ted
”

(epoiesen)
the

T
w

elve
in

a
solem

n
m

anner
to

share
in

his
redem

ptive
m

inistry.
T

he
G

reek
w

o
rd

is
literally

“m
ade”

or
“created”—

a
verb

often
used

in
the

S
eptuagint for

conferring
a

sacred
office

(cf. E
x

18:25;
1

S
m

1
2
:6

). A
t

the
last

supper,
Jesus

institutes
and

com
m

ands
his

apostles
to

rep
eat

w
h

at
w

o
u

ld
have

been
recognized

as
a

p
riestly

act—
the

offering
of

sacrificial
b
read

an
d

w
ine,

n
o

w
becom

e
his

body
and

blood.
In

preparation
for

this,
he

w
ashes

their
feet—

a
gesture

that
recalls

the
cerem

onial
w

ash
in

g
th

at
w

as
p
art

of
the

old
covenant

rite
of

priestly
ordination

(E
x

29:4;
L

v
8:6).

A
t

P
eter’s

objection
Jesus

responds,
“If

I
do

not
w

ash
you,

you
have

no
share

w
ith

m
e”

(Jn
13:8)—

echoing
an

O
ld

T
estam

ent form
ula

used
of

the
L

evites, w
ho

have
no

“share”
in
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the
land

because
the

L
ord

alone
is

their
inheritance

(N
m

18:20;
D

t
10:9;

18:1—
2). Jesus’

high
priestly

prayer
in

John
17

seem
s

deliberately
structured

to
parallel

the
priestly

rites
of

the
day

of
atonem

ent
in

L
eviticus

16.Jesus
prays

that
the

F
ather

“co
n

secrate”
(hagiaz5)

the
apostles

(Jn
17:17,

19), echoing
the

w
ords

en
g
rav

ed
on

the
gold

plate
of

a
h

ig
h

priest’s
turban,

“co
n
se

crated
to

the
L

ord”
(hagiasm

a
kyriou,

E
x

28:36).
B

ut
the

m
ost

significant
text,

for
our

purposes,
is

in
M

a
t

thew
12, w

here
Jesus

evokes
tw

o
priestly

precedents
to

justify
his

disciples’
actions.

T
his

takes
place

on
the

occasion
w

hen
his

disciples
are

plucking
h
ead

s
of

grain
as

they
w

alk
th

ro
u
g
h

a
grain

field
on

the
S

abbath.
W

hen
the

P
harisees

object
that

the
disciples

are
violating

S
abbath

law
, Jesus

replies,

H
ave

you
notread

w
hat D

avid
did,w

hen
he

w
as

h
u

n
gry,

and
those

w
ho

w
ere

w
ith

him
:

how
he

entered
the

house
of

G
od

and
ate

the
bread

of
the

Presence,
w

hich
it w

as
not

law
ful

for
him

to
eat

nor
for

those
w

ho
w

ere
w

ith
him

, but
only

for
the

priests?
O

r
have

you
not read

in
the

law
how

on
the

Sabbath
the

priests
in

the
tem

ple
profane

the
Sabbath,

and
are

guiltless?
(M

t12:3—
5).

Jesus
is

recalling
an

episode
in

1
S

am
uel,

w
here

D
avid

and
his

com
panions, fleeing

for
their

lives
from

K
ing

Saul, seek
help

from
A

him
elech,

the
p
riest

on
d
u
ty

at
the

L
ord’s

tabernacle.
A

him
elech

has
nothing

on
hand

b
u
t

the
“holy

bread,”
the

bread
of

the
presence

thatw
as

offered
to

the
L

ord
every

S
abbath

and
that

priests
alone

could
eat

(E
x

25:30;
L

v
24:5—

9). B
ut he

offers
D

avid
the

b
read

on
one

condition:
th

at
he

and
his

m
en

have
m

aintained
sexual

abstinence
(1

S
m

21:4;
cf. L

v
22:4—

7). O
nly

in
this

state
of ritual purity

w
ould

they
be

qualified
for

the
p

ro
x

im
ity

to
G

od
entailed

by
the

priestly
act

of
eating

the
holy

bread.
W

hen
D

avid
responds

in
the

affirm
ative, A

him
elech

consents.
A

s
C

rispin
F

letcher-L
ouis

notes,
“T

he
w

ay
Jesus

tells
the

O
ld

T
estam

ent sto
r)

D
avid

plays
the

role
ofthe

priest w
ho

enters
the

san
ctu

ary
on

the
S

abbath
to

collect the
old

bread
and

distribute
itto

his
fellow

p
riests.”
5

0
M

oreover,
Jesus’

retelling
places

h
im

self in
the

role
of

D
avid

and
his

disciples
in

the
role

of
D

avid’s

r
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m
en

w
ho

are
granted

a
priestly

privilege
because

they
are

o
n

a
sacred

m
ission.

T
he

second
exam

ple
Jesus

invokes,
not

coincidentally,
also

involves
the

priesthood
and

the
holy

bread.
T

he
priests

in
the

tem
ple,he

says,
“profane

the
S

abbath”
(M

t12:5),so
to

speak,
by

doing
the

“w
ork”

of
offering

the
bread

ofthe
presence

as
w

ell
as

the
other

S
abbath

sacrifices
(cf.N

m
28:9—

10).Y
etthey

are
“g

u
ilt

less,”
precisely

because
they

are
carrying

out the
priestly

d
u

ty
of

m
inistering

to
the

L
ord. Jesus

suggests
that just

such
a

p
riestly

ex
em

p
tio

n
ap

p
lies

to
his

apostles,
carry

in
g

o
u
t

the
p

riestly
m

inistry
of

the
new

covenant.
A

s
the

last
su

p
p
er

account
w

ill
m

ake
clear

(M
t

26:26—
28),

they
too

w
ill

offer
the

“bread
of

the
presence”—

the
bread

thatis
no

longer
m

erely
a

sym
bolb

u
t

the
living

presence
of

the
L

ord.
A

lthough
Jesus

m
akes

no
directreference

to
celibacy

in
M

a
t

thew
12,

the
priestly

requirem
ent

of
sexual

abstinence
is

p
art

of
the

contextual
resonance

of
the

passages
he

cites.W
hen

read
together

w
ith

his
invitation

to
celibacy

for
the

kingdom
in

M
a
t

thew
19,there

is
atleast

a
suggestion

thatthe
apostles’

m
inistry

calls
for

the
sexual

continence
that

allow
s

the
absolute,

u
n

d
i

vided
attention

to
the

living
G

od
that

w
as

required
of

Israel
at

S
inai

and
priests

on
duty

in
the

old
covenant,

now
tran

sp
o

sed
to

the
C

hurch
w

here
such

priestly
m

inistry
is

perm
anent rath

er
th

an
tem

porary.
T

his
does

not
m

ean,
how

ever,
that

the
T

w
elve

are
in

any
sense

envisioned
as

a
reincarnation

of
the

L
evitical

priesthood.
T

heir
m

inistry
is

not priestly
in

its
ow

n
rightb

u
t

by
participation

in
that

ofJesus,
the

“greathigh
priest”

(H
eb

4:14)
w

ho
alone

offers
the

sacrificial
gift

of
him

self
th

at
establishes

the
new

covenant
(H

eb
9:15;

10:14).

C
E

L
IB

A
C

Y
A

N
D

P
R

IE
S

T
H

O
O

D
IN

T
H

E
L

E
T

T
E

R
S

O
F

P
A

U
L

T
urning

to
the

letters
of

P
aul,

w
e

find
that

the
apostle

also
uses

term
in

o
lo

g
y

th
at

su
g

g
ests

an
aw

areness
of

his
ap

o
stle

ship
as

a
priestly

m
inistry—

though
again,

one
tran

sp
o

sed
to

a
com

pletely
different

level
th

an
th

at
of

the
L

evitical
priests.
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In
R

om
ans

P
aul

describes
him

self
as

a
“m

inister
[leitourgosl

of
C

hrist
Jesus

to
the

gentiles
perform

ing
the

priestly
service

[hierourgounta]
of

the
gospel

of
G

od,
so

that
the

offering
of

the
gentiles

m
ay

be
acceptable, sanctified

by
the

H
oly

S
pirit”

(R
om

15:16). A
s

A
lbert

C
ardinal V

anhoye
points

out,
these

are
cultic

term
s

that
establish

a
close

analogy
betw

een
apostolic

m
in

is
try

and
sacrificial

w
o
rsh

ip
.

5
1

P
aul

is
envisioning

him
self

as
a

celebrant
w

ho,
through

his
w

ork
of

evangelization,
offers

to
G

od
the

holy
lives

of
the

gentiles
w

ho
have

com
e

to
faith

in
C

hrist
and

are
sanctified

by
the

fire
of

the
H

oly
S

p
irit.

5
2

In
1

C
orinthians,

P
aul

even
m

ore
explicitly

com
pares

his
m

inistry
to

that
of

the
L

evitical
priests:

“D
o

you
not

know
that

those
w

ho
are

em
ployed

in
the

tem
ple

service
get their

food
from

the
tem

ple,
and

those
w

ho
serve

at
the

altar
share

in
the

offerings
of

the
altar?

In
the

sam
e

w
ay,

the
L

ord
com

m
anded

that
those

w
ho

proclaim
the

gospel should
gettheir

living
by

the
gospel”

(1
C

or
9:13—

14). A
lthough

P
aul

is
not

speaking
directly

of
the

sacram
ents

in
these

texts, the
“offering

of the
gentiles”

is
in

trin
sically

connected
to

them
.

It
is

precisely
through

baptism
and

the
E

ucharist that C
hristians

becom
e

the
“body

of C
hrist”

(1
C

or
10:16—

17;
12:12—

13),
able

to
“present

[their]
bodies

as
a

living
sacrifice, holy

and
acceptable

to
G

od”
(R

om
1

2
:1

).
P

aul
view

s
his

celibacy—
the

renunciation
of

a
legitim

ate
good

(1
C

or
9:5)—

as
stem

m
ing

from
his

all-consum
ing

co
m

m
it

m
entto

his
apostolic

vocation
(1

C
or

9:1—
27). Itis

in
Paul’s

desire
to

“please
the

L
ord”

(1
C

or
7:32)

that
his

teaching
on

celibacy
converges

w
ith

his
priestly

u
n
d
erstan

d
in

g
of

his
apostleship.

A
s

a
“m

inister
of

C
hrist

Jesus”
(R

om
15:16)

P
aul

passionately
shares

in
C

hrist’s
spousal love

for
his

church. A
s

C
hrist

“loved
the

church
and

gave
him

selfup
for her”

(E
ph

5:25), so
P

aul
daily

gives
him

self
up

for
those

w
hom

he
has

“begotten”
in

C
hrist

(1
C

or
4:15; cf. G

al 4:19). L
ike

Jesus, he
m

akes
him

self
available

to
all

and
m

akes
the

cares
of

all his
ow

n.
“W

ho
is

w
eak,

and
I

am
not

w
eak?

W
ho

is
m

ade
to

fall,
and

I
am

not
indignant?”

(2
C

or
11 :28—

29). H
e

“yearns”
for

his
converts

“w
ith

the
affec

tion
of

C
hrist Jesus”

(Phil
1:8). H

e
gladly

suffers
the

hardships,
fatigue,

persecutions
and

“the
daily

p
ressu

re.
.

.of
anxiety

for

all
the

churches”
(2

C
or

11:28),
so

that
he

m
ight

m
ake

C
hrist’s

spousal
self-donation

visible
an

d
present

to
them

in
his

o
w

n
flesh.

H
is

celibate
vocation

allow
s

him
to

im
age

in
a

vivid
w

ay
the

ardent
and

exclusive
love

of
C

hrist.
B

uthe
does

so
by

c
o
n

tinually
pointing

not
to

him
self

but
to

C
hrist,

w
hose

slave
he

is
(cf.2

C
or

4:5). P
aulis

a
true

friend
of

the
bridegroom

,
w

h
o
se

w
hole

aim
is

to
present

the
church

“as
a

pure
bride

to
her

one
husband”

(2
C

or
11:2).

T
w

o
C

O
U

N
T

E
R

A
R

G
U

M
E

N
T

S

Finally,our
study

w
ould

notbe
com

plete
w

ithout
co

n
sid

er
ing

tw
o

texts
in

the
P

auline
literature

that
atfirst glance

seem
to

present strong
counterevidence

to
the

claim
thatthe

N
ew

T
esta

m
ent

church
saw

a
connection

betw
een

celibacy
and

o
rd

ain
ed

m
inistry.

T
he

first
is

in
1

C
orinthians

9,
w

here
in

the
course

of
defending

his
and

B
arnabas’s

conduct as
apostles,P

aulasks
the

rhetorical
question,

“D
o

w
e

not
have

the
right

to
our

food
an

d
drink?

D
o

w
e

nothave
the

rightto
be

accom
panied

by
a

w
ife,

as
the

other
apostles

and
the

brothers
ofthe

L
ord

and
K

ephas?”
(1

C
or

9:4—
5).T

he
question

rhetorically
expects

the
answ

er
“yes,”

im
plying

that
it

w
as

considered
norm

al
for

apostles
to

be
so

accom
panied.

T
he

G
reek

p
h
rase

tran
slated

“w
ife”

(adelphn
gynaika)

is
literally

“sister
w

ife”
or

“sister
w

om
an.”

M
ostm

o
d

ern
com

m
entators

interpret
this

unusual
expression

to
m

ean
a

C
hristian

w
ife

,
5

5
although

several
F

athers
of

the
C

hurch
saw

a
reference

to
a

C
hristian

unm
arried

w
o

m
an

. B
utneither

ofthese
interpretations

is
entirely

satisfactory.First,now
here

else
in

the
N

ew
T

estam
entis

the
expression

“sister
w

ife”
used, even

w
here

the
context

w
ould

call
for

specifying
that

a
w

ife
be

a
believer

(e.g.,
1

C
or

7:2);the
addition

ofthe
w

ord
“sister”

w
ould

seem
to

be
superfluous. M

oreover,being
accom

panied
by

a
w

ife
w

ould,
for

younger
apostles,

inevitably
m

ean
being

accom
panied

by
children

as
w

ell(and
thus

being
titled

to
m

aterial
support from

the
local churches

for
them

),
yetthere

is
no

indication
thatsuch

took
place,

nor
that

P
aul expected

the
church

to
support

entire
m

issionary
fam

ilies.
T

he
second

solution
is

even
m

ore
p
ro

b
lem

atic,
since

a
situation

in
w

hich
an

u
n
m

arried
apostle

(or,



44
M

aryHealy,STD
2. Friendsofthe

Bridegroom
45

a
fortiori,

a
m

arried
one)

traveled
w

ith
an

u
n

m
arried

w
o

m
an

(note
that

P
aul

speaks
in

the
singular,notp

lu
ra

l)
5

7
w

ould
have

given
am

ple
occasion

for
scandal,yetP

aul
gives

no
suggestion

of
any

scandal
involved.

W
hen

this
textis

considered
in

the
lightofpatristic

usage—
too

often
ignored

in
biblical

exegesis—
a

different
possibility

presents
itself,

In
the

patristic
era,

the
w

ord
“sister”

in
asso

ciation
w

ith
“w

ife”
w

as
the

standard
w

ay
of

describing
a

w
ife

w
ith

w
hom

a
sacred

m
inister

lived
in

sexual
continence

after
o
rd

in
atio

n
.

5
8

A
lthough

im
possible

to
prove

one
w

ay
or

another,
it

is
at

least
possible

that
the

N
ew

T
estam

ent
church

regarded
Jesus’

institution
of

celibacy
for

the
kingdom

as
setting

an
o
rd

i
nary

standard
of

continence
for

m
inisters

of
the

new
covenant

(w
hether

they
w

ere
single

or
m

arried),
as

early
church

d
o

cu
m

ents
claim

.
5

9
Ifso,then

the
m

eaning
ofPaul’s

phrase
becom

es
clear:

a
“sister

w
ife”

is
a

w
ife

w
ith

w
hom

a
m

inister
of

the
g

o
s

pel
now

lives
in

continence,
having

given
up

m
arital

relations
“forthe

sake
ofthe

k
in

g
d
o
m

.”
6°

P
resum

ably
these

w
ives

accom
panied

their
h
u
sb

an
d
s

both
to

care
for

their
m

aterial
needs,

like
the

w
om

en
w

ho
follow

ed
Jesus

in
his

public
m

inistry
(M

k
15:40—

41;L
k

8:2;23:49,
55),and

to
share

in
m

issionary
labor,

as
in

the
case

of
P

risca
and

A
quila

(A
cts

18;
R

om
16:3),

and
p
o
s

sibly
A

ndronicus
and

Junia
(R

om
16:7).T

his
is

how
C

lem
entof

A
lexandria,

for
exam

ple,
interprets

the
text:

“T
he

a
p

o
stle

s...
took

their
w

ives
around

as
C

hristian
sisters

rather
than

spouses,
to

be
their

fellow
m

inisters
to

the
w

om
en

of
the

household,
so

that the
gospel

w
ould

reach
them

w
ithout

causing
scan

d
aL

”
6’

T
he

second
p
o
ten

tial
difficulty

arises
from

a
p

h
rase

u
sed

three
tim

es
in

the
pastoralletters,

“husband
of

one
w

ife
.”

6
2

T
his

expression
appears

in
the

lists
of

qualifications
for

each
of

the
groups

of
ordained

m
inisters—

bishops
(1

T
m

3:2),
presbyters

(Ti1:6),
and

deacons
(1

T
m

3:12)—
ata

tim
e

w
hen

church
le

a
d

ership
w

as
transitioning

from
itinerant

apostles
to

stable
p
a
s

tors
of

localchurches.
C

andidates
for

these
offices

m
ust be

“the
husband

of
one

w
ife,”

that
is,not

m
arried

m
ore

than
o
n
c
e
.A

t
firstsightthis

stipulation
seem

s
to

underm
ine

any
link

betw
een

celibacy
and

ordained
m

inistry,
B

utparadoxically,
early

church

legislation
claim

ed
itas

evidence
for

the
apostolic

origin
of

cleri
cal co

n
tin

en
ce.

6
4

To
see

w
hy

this
is

so,w
e

m
ust

firstnote
thatthis

form
ula

is
not

a
general

norm
for

C
hristians,

since
elsew

here
P

aul
allow

s
for

rem
arriage

after
the

d
eath

of
a

spouse
(1

C
or

7:39)
and

even
encourages

it
in

the
case

of
y

o
u
n

g
w

id
o

w
s

(1
T

m
5:14).

R
ather,

the
norm

applies
only

to
ordained

m
inisters

and,in
converse

form
,

“w
ife

of
one

husband,”
to

a
special

o
rd

er
of

w
idow

s
(1

T
m

5:9).
T

hus,
although

w
e

cannot
be

certain,
it

m
ay

reflect
a

situation
in

w
hich

ordained
m

inisters
w

ere,
like

enrolled
w

idow
s,

expected
to

rem
ain

continent,
and

a
c
a
n

d
i

date
w

ho
h
ad

m
arried

m
ore

th
an

once
w

as
reg

ard
ed

as
n
o

t
dem

onstrating
the

self-control
required

for
this

co
m

m
itm

en
t.

6
5

T
his

w
as

a
com

m
on

interpretation
(though

not
the

only
in

te
r

pretation)
of

“h
u
sb

an
d

of
one

w
ife”

for
centuries,

in
b
o

th
the

E
ast

and
the

W
est.

6
6

M
ore

significantly,
as

Ignace
de

la
P

otterie
has

pointed
out,

“husband
of

one
w

ife”
alludes

to
the

sp
o
u

sal
covenant betw

een
C

hrist
and

his
C

hurch
(2

C
or

11:2),
su

g
g

est
ing

that
sacred

m
inisters

are
in

a
unique

w
ay

called
to

im
age

that
relatio

n
sh

ip
.

6
7

T
hose

w
ho

have
m

arried
only

once
in

their
lifetim

e
show

forth
m

ore
clearly

the
exclusive

love
ofC

hrist
for

his
bride

the
C

h
u
rch

.
6
8

C
O

N
C

L
U

S
IO

N

M
ost

of
w

h
at

scrip
tu

re
says

ab
o

u
t

p
riestly

celibacy
is

im
plicit,not explicit.B

ut taken
together,the

biblicaltexts
form

a
trajectory

that leads
seam

lessly
into

the
early

church’s
discipline

of
continence

for
ordained

m
in

isters,
6
9

w
hich

in
the

W
estg

ra
d
u

ally
evolved

into
the

requirem
entof

celibacy
for

those
ordained

to
the

priesthood. Jesus’
institution

of
celibacy

for
the

kingdom
w

as
an

innovation
in

salvation
history—

a
new

possibility
that

can
only

be
u

n
d
ersto

o
d

in
the

context
of

the
“love

of
C

hrist
w

hich
surpasses

know
ledge”

(E
ph

3:19)
and

the
superabundant

blessings
of

the
kingdom

that
are

now
ours.

Just
as

in
the

case
of

C
hrist’s

abrogation
of

the
cerem

onial
law

s
of

M
oses,

it
took

tim
e

for
the

fullim
plications

ofthis
gospelinnovation

to
unfold

in
the

church. A
lthough

at firstthe
reasons

p
u
t

forth
for

clerical
celibacy

often
focused

on
the

L
evitical

rules
of

ritual
purity,

a
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grow
th

in
the

understanding
of

biblical
revelation

has
placed

the
em

phasis
on

a
deeper

and
m

ore
adequate

foundation:
on

a
priest’s

special share, as
friend

of the
bridegroom

, in
the

m
ystery

3
of

C
hrist

the
divine

bridegroom
and

eternal high
priest.

T
he

O
rig

in
s

an
d

P
ractice

o
f

P
riestly

C
elibacy

in
th

e
E

arly
C

h
u
rch

R
ev.

Joseph
T

L
ienhord,

S.J.

he
em

ergence
and

developm
entofthe

norm
ofcontinence

and
celibacy

for
the

higher
clergy

in
the

early
C

hurch
has

a
com

plex
history,one

thathas
been

studied
m

any
tim

es.
In

w
hat

follow
s,

I
w

ish
to

sketch
this

history
briefly

and
p
e
r

haps
to

offer,
in

a
m

odest
w

ay,
one

specific
in

terp
retatio

n
of

that
history,

particularly
in

regard
to

its
relation

to
asceticism

and
m

onasticism
.A

s
a

conclusion,
Iw

ill
offer

som
e

basis
for

a
theologicalreflection

on
priestly

celibacy
draw

n
from

the
w

rit
ings

of
the

F
athers

of
the

C
hurch.’

A
few

definitions
of

term
s

and
axiom

atic
statem

ents
w

ill
clarify

m
y

approach.
C

ontinence
and

celibacy
are

tw
o

key
term

s.C
elibacy

m
eans

being
unm

arried.C
ontinence

is
abstinence

from
sexualrelations

and
can

be
practiced

both
by

celibates
and

by
m

arried
people.


