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ONDITIONS
FOR RIGHTLY ASSUMING:

THE OBLIGATION
OF CELIBACY

Germain Grisez, Professor of Moral Theology, Mount Saint
Marys College

During the rite in which they are ordained deacons, candidates for
the diocesan priesthood in the Latin Church assume the obligation of
celibacy before receiving the sacrament. Using his own words or those
provided, the bishop explains the significance of celibacy and then
asks for the candidate’s undertaking:

By your own free choice you seek to enter the order of deacons. You shall
exercise this ministry in the celibate state for celibacy is both a sign and a
motive of pastoral charity, and a special source of spiritual fruitfulness in the
world. By living in this state with total dedication, moved by a sincere love for
Christ the Lord, you are consecrated to him in a new and special way. By this
consecration you will adhere more easily to Christ with an undivided heart; you
will be more freely at the service of God and mankind, and you will be more
untrammeled in the ministry of Christian conversion and rebirth. By your life
and character you will give witness to your brothers and sisters in faith that God
must be loved above all else, and that it is he whom you serve in others.

Therefore, I ask you:

In the presence of God and the Church, are you resolved, as a sign of your
interior dedication to Christ, to remain celibate for the sake of the kingdom
and in lifelong service to God and mankind?

The candidate answers: “I am.”

' The Rites of the Catholic Church, vol. 2, trans. International Commission on Eng-
lish in the Liturgy (New York: Pueblo, 1980), 52-53. In the Latin from which this
was translated (De Institutione Lectorum et Acolythorum; De Admissione inter Can-
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When many are to be ordained and only some are unmarried, the
candidates’ readiness to embrace celibacy is made explicit in the Latin
of the editio typica altera, and what is to be understood by the crucial
words are you resolved is clearer (the supplied English translation is
mine):

Episcopus: Vos, qui parati estis ad caelibatum amplectendum: Vultis in signum
animi vestri Christo Domino dediti, propter Regnum caelorum in Dei
hominumgque servitio hoc propositum perpetuo custodire?

Electi non uxorati: Volo.?

Bishop: You who are ready to embrace celibacy: Will you, in order to signify
that your mind and heart are dedicated to Christ the Lord, keep this resolution
permanently for the sake of the kingdom of heaven and in the service of God
and human beings?

Nonmarried candidates: 1 will.

Though resolution correctly translates propositum, the Latin word has
a more specific meaning and far richer connotations in this context
than when one speaks of an undertaking such as a New Year’s resolu-
tion to lose weight.

Propositum has a long history. In the first millennium’s writings
about virginity and monasticism, a propositum “is the decision by
which individual believers give themselves to God. Since the first
monks did not express this propositum with any special public act
(except for the renouncement of their goods and the departure from

didatos ad Diaconatum et Prebyteratum; De Sacro Caelibatu Amplectendo [Vatican
City: Typis Polyglottis Vaticanis, 1972]), the bishop asks (30): “Vultis, coram Domi-
no et Ecclesia, in signum animi vestri Christo Domino dediti, caelibatum propter

regnum caelorum in Dei hominumgque servitio perpetuo custodire?” and the candi-
date answers: “Volo.”

* Pontificale Romanum: De Ordinatione Episcopi, Presbyterorum, et Diaconorum, ed.

- typica altera (Vatican City: Typis Polyglottis Vaticanis, 1990), 109. On p. 134, the

formulation in the singular of the question omits “qui parati estis ad caelibatum am-
plectendum,” but includes the word propositum: “Vis . . . propositum caelibatus
perpetuo custodire?”
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the city), the primitive theology of monastic spirituality based itself on
this interior act, and tended to credit it with special importance as a
gift to God.” Only gradually did the expression of the propositum
develop, until it finally took the form of a solemn profession of chasti-
ty, poverty, and obedience by vows made to God and received by the
Church.*

Thus, using propositum to refer to the diocesan candidate’s undertak-
ing of celibacy implies that this is an unconditional commitment like
religious profession, though, of course, the object of religious profes-
sion includes more than celibacy. The phrase, “In the presence of God
and the Church” (which is not in the revised formula of the editio typ-
ica altera), made explicit that, unlike New Year’s resolutions but like
religious profession, the commitment to celibacy is a solemn promise
to God and the Church.

By affirming that he will keep his propositum permanently, the can-
didate assumes the obligation of celibacy. He explicitly promises only
to remain unmarried. Nevertheless, the Church’s teaching on celibacy
always takes for granted her constant and very firm teaching that
every sexual act of an unmarried person is grave matter. For example,
Vatican II speaks of “That perfect and perpetual continence for the
sake of the kingdom of heaven” at the very beginning of the article in
which it “once more approves and confirms” the Latin Church’s law
regarding celibacy.’ That law currently is worded as follows:

> John F. Lozano, C.M.E, Discipleship: Towards an Understanding of Religious Life,
trans. Beatrice Wilczynski (Chicago: Claret Center for Resources in Spirituality,
1989), 263.

4 Ibid., 263-300. Similarly, before the revision of the liturgy after Vatican II, dioce-
san clerics were not asked to express their propositum of celibacy; according to the
more common opinion, the commitment to celibacy was a solemn public vow
implicit in ordination to the subdiaconate: see J. W. Rehage, “Celibacy, Canon Law
of,” New Catholic Encyclopedia, 3:367.

*PO 16.
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Clerics are obliged to observe perfect and perpetual continence for the sake of
the kingdom of heaven and therefore are bound to celibacy which is a special
gift of God by which sacred ministers can adhere more easily to Christ with an
undivided heart and are able to dedicate themselves more freely to the service of
God and humanity.

By distinguishing (a) the obligation of perfect and perpetual conti-
nence from (b) the obligation of celibacy and then using the word
therefore to indicate that (b) follows logically from (a), the canon
makes it absolutely clear that celibacy necessarily presupposes and
includes the total abstinence from sexual activity to which every un-
married Christian is bound under pain of mortal sin.’

The act by which a candidate assumes the obligation of celibacy can
be morally right or wrong. If it is right, and if other conditions (trea-
ted below) are met, the candidate can reasonably hope to realize in his
clerical service and life the rich significance of celibacy that the bishop
has articulated. If the act of assuming the obligation is objectively
wrong, however, then the consequences might well be disastrous, both
for the individual and for people whose souls will be entrusted to him.
(Here and in what follows, the issue is not whether someone is guilty
of mortal sin; acts that are objectively gravely wrong often have very
bad consequences despite the presence of subjective factors that may
reduce or even exclude guilt on the part of the moral agent.)

Therefore, the following question deserves careful theological reflec-
tion: What conditions are necessary for a candidate for diocesan priesthood
rightly to assume the obligation of celibacy? | offer my present, tentative
opinions as a contribution to that reflection. In doing so, I think I am
breaking new ground, for I have not seen any previous systematic treat-
ment of the question. I hope to provoke discussion, to learn from it,
and to revise the sketch presented here before firmly asserting my views.

¢ Code of Canon Law (1983), can. 277, §1.

7 On the common Christian obligation, see Germain Grisez, The Way of the Lord
Jesus, vol. 2, Living a Christian Life (Quincy, 1ll.: Franciscan Press, 1993), 648-G8.
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It is possible that a cleric reading this article may realize that he
acted wrongly when he assumed the obligation of celibacy. Since
celibacy is not essential for valid ordination, that did not invalidate his
ordination.® Having been ordained, moreover, he is bound by the
obligation he wrongly assumed, as the Council of Trent makes clear
by condemning the opinion that “all those who think they lack the
gift of chastity, though they vowed it, can marry.” Nor is such a cleric
locked into hopeless perplexity. If he prays earnestly for the grace he
needs, repents, and does his best, then, as Trent teaches, God will en-
able him to be chaste: “For God does not refuse [the gift of chastity]
to those who rightly ask, ‘nor allow us to be tempted beyond our
strength’ (1 Cor 10:13).”°

I shall deal with eight topics: (1) candidates’ formation of conscience,
(2) the charism of celibacy or virginity for the kingdom’s sake, (3) the
act of assuming the obligation of celibacy, (4) reasons for embracing
celibacy and being ordained, (5) emotional motives for embracing
celibacy and being ordained, (6) evidence that a candidate can fulfill
priestly responsibilities, (7) evidence that a candidate will be peacefully
chaste, and (8) embracing celibacy without perfect continence.

1. Candidates’ Formation of Conscience

The act of assuming the obligation of celibacy will be right if it con-
forms to a sound judgment of the candidate’s well-formed conscience
that he may make this commitment (that is, that he can righly make
it). I treated the norms for forming one’s conscience in an earlier
work." Presupposing that treatment here, I call attention only to a few
points that might be overlooked.

¢ See Rehage, loc. cit.

* DS 1809/979.

° Ibid.

"' See Living a Christian Life, 245-304.
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The overarching principle of a Christian conscience should be love
of God and neighbor. By the gift of the Holy Spirit, who pours forth
God’s love into our hearts (see Rom 5:5), Jesus shares with us the
Father’s love for him (see Jn 15:9, cf. 1 Jn 4:13-19). Jesus teaches us to
abide in that love and to love one another as he has loved us (see Jn
15:9-12; cf. 1 Jn 3:11-18, 4:20-21)."2 The two things—abiding in
God’s love and loving others as we have been loved—are distinct but
inseparable. The former of course requires paying attention to God
and interacting with him: listening to his word, participating in the
liturgy, engaging in personal prayer, and so on. But it also requires dis-
cerning God’s plan and will for one’s life and cooperating with him in
carrying it out. Doing that always will involve loving others as Jesus
has loved us—that is, using God’s gifts to promote our neighbors’ true
good and to mitigate their alienation and suffering."

That general dynamic of charity holds true for clerics. John Paul II
teaches: “Only in loving and serving Christ the head and spouse will
charity become a source, criterion, measure, and impetus for the
priest’s love and service to the Church, the body and spouse of
Christ.”* Since clerics serve as pastors, their love of neighbor is pas-
toral charity, and their love of God requires them to cooperate by
means of their ministry with the Father’s saving work in Christ.'s

Jesus’ salvific love of his human brothers and sisters is the paradigm
of pastoral charity. Inviting everyone to enter the heavenly kingdom
and forming those who respond into his Church, Jesus loves the
Church totally and exclusively. Ordination enables clerics to act in
Jesus’ person, to make his saving acts present to people now. But to

2 Also see LG 42.
* Vatican II clarifies the inseparability of love of God and neighbor in LG 39-42.

" Pastores dabo vobis, 23. In making the point, John Paul uses as illustrations Paul’s
motivating love of Jesus (see 2 Cor 4:5) and Jesus’ entrusting of pastoral responsibility
to Peter only after his threefold profession of love (see Jn 21:15-17).

15 See ibid., 33.
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help people cooperate with and benefit from Jesus’ acts, clerics must
love them as Jesus does and intend for them what he wants them to
enjoy. Thus, “a priest is called to live out, as radically as possible, the
pastoral charity of Jesus, the love of the good shepherd who ‘lays
down his life for the sheep’ (Jn 10:11).”¢

Pastoral charity and the virtues it engenders empower clerics to
think and act as Jesus did, to relate to others as he did, and so to serve
people as he wants them served. To a priest imbued with pastoral
charity, the Church and the souls entrusted to him become his over-
riding concern. He loves the Church as a good husband loves his wife
and loves those who need his ministry as a good father loves his chil-
dren. Thus, pastoral charity is the principle of the unity and holiness
of priestly ministry and life as a whole and also is the principle of that
whole’s integral parts. For example, celibacy is both a sign and
a motive of pastoral charity."”

John Paul II says pastoral charity “has its specific source in the sacra-
ment of holy orders”; Vatican II also suggests that a bishop’s ability to
exercise pastoral charity is a sacramental grace.” So, it might seem that
pastoral charity is unavailable to candidates before they are ordained.
However, John Paul II also teaches that seminarians must learn to use
pastoral charity as the criterion of their attitudes. Moreover, in
explaining the central role of Jesus and the Holy Spirit in seminary
formation, the Pope says that Jesus, through the outpouring of the
Spirit, is best able to give to future shepherds “that pastoral charity
which he himself lived to the point of total self-giving (cf. Jn 15:13,
10:11).”” Even though the gift of pastoral charity pertains to the
sacrament of holy orders, then, seminarians need it and can obtain it.

*“ Ibid., 40; on Jesus’ love and pastoral charity, see 29-30, and 40 as a whole; on cler-
ics’ acting in persona Christi, see 13-18.

7 See ibid., 15 and 21-23; Vatican II, PO 14-16.
'® See John Paul II, Pastores dabo vobis, 23; LG 41.
19 Pastores dabo vobis, 65; see also 58.
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People sometimes suggest Christians always should form their con-
sciences by asking themselves what Jesus would do. But it is more
complicated than that. For instance, when a physician must balance
his responsibilities to his family and to his patients, he can only find
out what Jesus would do by considering the situation and applying
sound norms of Christian ethics. Merely asking what Jesus would do
might even lead to an unsound intuition—the physician might think
Jesus’ singleminded ministry provides him with a warrant for neglect-
ing his family.

Since, however, celibate clerics devote their lives to pastoral work
that carries on Jesus’ own saving ministry, their formation of con-
science always should involve considering problems from Jesus’ point
of view. So, although leaders understandably resist losing their best
people, many European bishops of earlier times, moved by pastoral
charity to respond as Jesus would to the challenges and opportunities
of the new world, permitted and even encouraged many of their best
priests and seminarians to serve in the Americas. Again, although
members of professional groups generally try to protect erring friends
and colleagues, and managers generally try to smooth over wrongdo-
ing by subordinates, a bishop imbued with pastoral charity who
learned that someone subject to his authority was sexually seducing
adolescents and young men would set aside secular models in shaping
his response and take Jesus as his model. His overriding concerns
surely would be to prevent further seduction, and to work for the sal-
vation of everyone involved.

The decision to receive the diaconate, which includes the propositum
to embrace celibacy, will endure to the end of a man’s clerical ministry
and life; everything he does, day by day, should carry out that initial
diaconal commitment to serve “with an undivided heart.” So, that
decision and the judgment of conscience that shapes it should be the
fruit of pastoral charity. But like every other grace, pastoral charity
cannot be taken for granted. Seminarians not only need it but must

ask persistently for it, not least as they approach the day for definitive
discernment.



G. GRisez, Conditions for Rightly Assuming the Obligation of Celibacy

239

Various important considerations can offset one another in many
decisions. The quality of construction, condition, spaciousness, lay-
out, equipment, and location of different properties all are taken into
account and compared by a couple in the market for a house. With
limited funds and a limited selection of houses, they may find none
that is satisfactory in all respects, and so may reluctantly choose a
poorly constructed house because it is new, roomy, well planned, well
equipped, and conveniently located. Similarly, the Church’s supreme
authority could decide to ordain married men to the presbyterate. But
since the Church has not made that decision, no candidate for orders
whose conscience is formed by pastoral charity will conclude that, tak-
ing all his other fine qualities into consideration, he need only pretend
to undertake celibacy.

Supply and demand being as they are, bishops, vocation directors,
and those involved in seminary formation have strong motives to
encourage seminarians to proceed to ordination. Of course, no one
imbued with pastoral charity will encourage any candidate to embrace
celibacy wrongly; but even so, a candidate with a well-formed con-
science will be wary of bad advice and will say no to anyone who prof-
fers help in rationalizing an unsound judgment.

In reflecting on the diverse factors that should enter into the judg-
ment, “I may assume the obligation of celibacy,” a conscientious can-
didate is likely to wonder: Just how sure do I need to be? The answer
is: Morally certain—not absolutely certain, but not just subjectively
confident either.

Absolute certitude about something eliminates every possibility that
the opposite is the case. In assessing the factors on which his judg-
ment must be based, the candidate simply cannot be absolutely cer-
tain. But his assurance that he may proceed must not be mere subjec-
tive confidence. Despite overwhelming grounds for judging otherwise,
seventeen-year-olds in love may be unshakably confident that they can
rightly marry, and people who badly want to be ordained are likely to
have the same sort of confidence. But since embracing celibacy is a sa-
cred and serious commitment, subjective confidence is not enough,
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any more than it is in the case of the seventeen-year-old who wants to
marry. These judgments must be the outcome of rational reflection
and must be morally certain.

What does that mean? It means that those making such a judgment
must (a) have reasons and/or evidence for thinking their judgment
correct; (b) have no reason or credible evidence for thinking it false; '
and (c) after examining themselves and considering others’ opinions,
have no reason to suspect that they have overlooked anything or made
any mistake.

Reaching moral certitude requires reflection and care proportionate
to a judgment’s importance. Orderlies who bring meals to hospital
patients and nurses who administer their prescribed medications
should pay attention and take care to avoid mistakes; but to be moral-
ly certain they are not making a mistake, the nurses need to be more
careful and attentive than the orderlies. Similarly, to be morally cer-
tain that they can keep their promises, candidates for the priesthood,
like couples marrying, need to be more careful and attentive than peo-
ple promising lesser things.

Often, of course, people cannot be morally certain about something
that nevertheless is the case—for example, juries unable to be sure be-
yond a reasonable doubt frequently acquit defendants who are guilty.
So, a candidate with a generally strong case but reasonable grounds for
doubt might accept a rationalization for proceeding even though he
did not have moral certitude: “I am eager to serve Jesus and his
Church, and have a strong case. If I may not proceed despite this last
small ground for doubt, who may?” However, nobody should proceed
unless God is calling him, and, unlike a criminal prosecutor, God can-
not fail to make his case. Therefore, when the hour for decision ar-
rives, conscientious candidates who lack moral certitude will realize
that God is not calling them.

At the same time, of course, a candidate who really is morally cer-
tain may fee/ somewhat insecure. Like a conscientious bridegroom, he
may well be nervous about taking on lifelong obligations while facing
an unknown future. He should not let such feelings deter him.
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2. The Charism of Celibacy or Virginity for the Kingdom’s
Sake

Some Pharisees challenged Jesus about divorce, and he answered
that divorce and remarriage lead to adultery. Then:

The disciples said to him, “If such is the case of a man with his wife, it is not
expedient to marry.” But he said to them, “Not all men can receive this precept
[literally: word/saying], but only those to whom it is given. For there are
eunuchs who have been so from birth, and there are eunuchs who have been
made eunuchs by men, and there are eunuchs who have made themselves
eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. He who is able to receive this,
let him receive it.” (Mt 19:10-12)

Eunuchs of the third type, commended by Jesus, traditionally have
been understood to be those who enjoy the charism of celibacy or vir-
ginity for the kingdom’s sake.”

That charism always has been understood in the light of the related
teaching of St. Paul. Answering questions about sex and marriage, he
says: “It is well for a man not to touch a woman. But because of the
temptation to immorality, each man should have his own wife and
each woman her own husband” (1 Cor 7:1-2). That norm is not
absolute, though. Paul is unmarried and thinks it a good thing: “I wish
that all were as I myself am. But each has his own special gift from
God, one of one kind and one of another” (1 Cor 7:7). Both holy sin-
gle life and Christian marriage are gifts from God, charisms, but Paul
regards the former gift as better: “To the unmarried and the widows I

* Today, some Scripture scholars suppose that eunuchs for the kingdom are divorced
people who remain unmarried and live chastely. But that interpretation is implausi-
ble, because making oneself a eunuch for the kingdom is recommended to some
while adultery is condemned for all. See the note to Mt 19:12 in The Catholic Study
Bible: The New American Bible, ed. Donald Senior et al. (New York: Oxford, 1990);
see also the commentary by an ecumenically-minded Protestant scholar: Ulrich Luz,
Matthew 8-20: A Commentary, trans. James E. Crouch (Minneapolis: Fortress,
2001), 485-503.
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say that it is well for them to remain single as I do. But if they cannot
exercise self-control, they should marry. For it is better to marry than
to be aflame with passion” (1 Cor 7:8-9). To those not so inflamed,
Paul offers two reasons for his preference. First, he foresees a time of
great distress and thinks married people will then have more trouble
(see 1 Cor 7:25-31). Second: “I want you to be free from anxieties. The
unmarried man is anxious about the affairs of the Lord, how to please
the Lord; but the married man is anxious about worldly affairs, how to
please his wife, and his interests are divided [/izerally: and he has been
divided]. And the unmarried woman or girl is anxious about the affairs
of the Lord, how to be holy in body and spirit; but the married woman
is anxious about worldly affairs, how to please her husband” (1 Cor
7:32-34). He sums up: “I say this for your own benefit, not to lay any
restraint upon you, but to promote good order and to secure your un-
divided devotion to the Lord [/iterally: but for what is comely and for
waiting on the Lord undistractedly]” (1 Cor 7:35).

What does Paul mean by saying the married man “has been divided”?
think the answer is clear enough from the experience of married people
who are both devoted to their families and committed to their work.
Although the two sets of responsibilities are not incompatible in them-
selves, one has only so much time and energy, and so such people tend to
experience tensions and be anxious: Am I doing enough here? Am I cut-
ting too many corners there? They feel pulled this way and that, torn:
they have been divided. And the more devoted to family and committed
to work they are, the greater their anxiety and sense of being divided.

But what does Paul mean by he things of the Lord? They are the things
for which all Christians are responsible just because of their faith and
their love of the Lord. Among them are personal prayer, cooperating in
one’s own religious formation, and participating in the liturgy; but these
responsibilities can hardly be what Paul has in mind, since devout mar-
ried couples ordinarily fulfill them without tension. Evidently, then, he
means Christians’ duty to help evangelize nonbelievers, the work to
which he himself was mainly committed, and their duty to build up the
Church by various ministries and by helping fellow Christians.
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Plainly, devout married Christians will experience tensions if they try
to evangelize all the non-Christians they can, undertake demanding
ministries, and regularly help other Church members bear their bur-
dens. Serious involvement in such activities inevitably competes with
supporting a family, making a home, and caring for children. By con-
trast, unmarried Christians can devote their time and energy to evange-
lization, ecclesial ministries, and/or works of mercy. Those who do so
deserve the community’s support. They may be able to obtain room
and board with a family in the community, or make do with very little
and get by on alms or a part-time job, such as tent-making in the
evening. The time and energy they spend on the things of the world—
nonteligious matters—can be kept to an unavoidable minimum. They
can live wholly for the kingdom and concentrate on deepening their
friendship with Jesus, evangelizing, and building up the Church.

Paul seems in 1 Cor 7 to overlook a large group of Christians: those

aflame with passion who cannot rightly marry soon, if ever. They
include many divorced people, adolescents, singles who wish to marry
but have not found a suitable marriage partner, and those whose ori-
entation is homosexual. Paul surely was aware of such people, yet he
insists that Christian life has no place for sexual sins (see 1 Cor 6:9-
20, 7:1, 9; Eph 5:3-12; 1 Thes 4:1-8) and teaches that Christ’s grace
liberates Christians from sin’s slavery (see Rom 5:2; 6:12-14, 22; Tit
2:11-14; cf. Mt 11:30, Jn 14:23, 1 Jn 5:3). To be sure, some people
do not believe that even Christians in the state of grace can entirely
avoid mortal sin. Yet the Council of Trent teaches that it is possible to
observe God’s commandments, so that Christians in grace can alto-
gether avoid mortal sin, and it teaches definitively: “If anyone shall
say, ‘Observing God’s precepts is impossible for a human being, even
one justified and in the state of grace,” anathema sit.” And, of course,
a Christian not in the state of grace can repent and be reconciled. But

DS 1568/828; for the explanation that grounds the definition, see DS 1536-
37/804). St. Thomas, S.z, 3, q. 62, a. 6, ad 3, maintains that “with the very least
grace one can resist any and every concupiscence and merit life eternal.”
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if every Christian can avoid mortal sin, then those aflame with passion
can be perfectly and permanently continent. Evidently, then, the
charism Paul has in mind involves more than such continence. Need-
ing to struggle with persistent temptations, the continent person
aflame with passion very often will be anxious and distracted. Paul
wants such people to be free of anxiety and, assuming they can marry,
advises them to do so.

Though Jesus’ and Paul’s teachings make somewhat different points,
in no way do they disagree. Jesus reply to his disciples makes it clear
that only some people have the charism he commends. While seeing
marriage as a possibility good in itself, those who have this charism will
be so strongly motivated by the coming kingdom that they will be able
to consider it better for them to forgo marriage—to make themselves
eunuchs for the kingdom’s sake. Paul’s teaching clarifies two points.
First, the charism involves a calling to give oneself entirely to the things
of the Lord, as Jesus gave himself to his salvific mission and Paul to
evangelizing the gentiles. Second, the charism involves something more
than perfect continence, namely, not being aflame with passion. That
means one deals fairly easily with sexual temptations, and is seldom se-
riously anxious about them or distracted by them. (In what follows, a
person with that sort of self-control will be said to be peacefully chaste.)

In sum, then, those who enjoy the charism of celibacy or virginity
for the kingdom’s sake are not only called to give themselves entirely
to the things of the Lord but are empowered to do so: they are peace-
fully chaste and highly motivated by the coming kingdom, so that
they see forgoing marriage as possible and better for them.

3. The Act of Assuming the Obligation of Celibacy

Many who enjoy the charism of celibacy or virginity for the king-
dom’s sake are not called to the diocesan priesthood. The Church rec-
ognizes other forms of service and life involving that charism; more-
over, some who enjoy it are called to engross themselves in the things
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of the Lord in ways of which the Church takes no notice. But the two
things are closely related for men who think they both have the
charism of celibacy and are called to the diocesan priesthood.?

A man with this charism cannot rightly assume the obligation of
celibacy and be ordained a deacon, however, unless he has discerned
that he is indeed called to the diocesan priesthood. Moreover, since
one is not ordained to the priesthood without being ordained in and
for a particular community, candidates for the diocesan priesthood
cannot rightly embrace celibacy without discerning a vocation to be a
priest of a particular diocese. And since one cannot discern any voca-
tion unless confident one has the gifts required to fulfill its responsi-
bilities, candidates for diocesan priesthood cannot rightly assume the
obligation of celibacy unless confident they will be able to fulfill all
the responsibilities pertaining to priestly service and life in the diocese
for which they will be ordained.

At the same time, a seminarian preparing for the celibate diocesan
priesthood cannot decisively discern his vocation to the priesthood
unless morally certain he Aas the charism for celibacy. But preceding
sections made it clear that such a seminarian will not be morally cer-
tain unless: (a) he discerns a calling to give himself entirely in priestly
ministry; (b) he is motivated by pastoral charity to assist Jesus in car-
rying on his salvific work; (c) he is peacefully chaste; (d) he sees, in
view of (a), (b), and (c), that forgoing marriage is better for him than
marrying. In short, the seminarian’s certainty that he has the charism
of celibacy and his vocational discernment depend upon each other,
and neither can be reached without the other. Therefore, candidates
for diocesan priesthood must attain moral certitude that they enjoy

2 1 am concerned here with typical cases, not with exceptions such as celibate
Protestant clerics who may be called to become both Catholics and diocesan priests,
celibate permanent deacons and vowed members of lay religious institutes who may
be called to become diocesan priests, and laymen who enjoy the charism of celibacy
and deeply involve themselves in the things of the Lord for some time before begin-
ning to discern a possible vocation to the priesthood.
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the charism of celibacy and simultaneously decisively discern their
priestly vocation.”

Obviously, since celibacy necessarily presupposes and includes the
total abstinence from sexual activity to which every unmarried Christ-
ian is bound under pain of mortal sin, a candidate who intends to
engage in sexual activity cannot rightly assume the obligation of
celibacy. For he would be assuming it by a solemn promise to God
and the Church that he did not intend to keep. Moreover, since a can-
didate should not assume the obligation of celibacy unless morally
certain he has the charism, and since he cannot have that certitude
unless peacefully chaste, someone still aflame with passion cannot
rightly assume the obligation of celibacy.

The preceding analysis suggests four topics that require further con-
sideration, two concerning candidates’ motivations and two concern-
ing their capacities. I shall consider in section (4) the reasons and in
section (5) the emotions that motivate candidates rightly to embrace
celibacy and be ordained. Section (6) will consider the evidence candi-
dates need regarding their ability to fulfill the responsibilities of prie-
stly ministry in the diocese for which they are to be ordained. Section
(7) will deal with the evidence they need to be morally certain they
will be peacefully chaste.

4. Reasons for Embracing Celibacy and Being Ordained

Good but undeveloped reasons ordinarily lead men to enter the
seminary—for example, “I like people and want to do something that
really helps them.” Such reasons need to be developed and integrated

» Before then, candidates can be certain that they are peacefully chaste and can be
subjectively confident that they are called to the priesthood. But, as has been
explained, the charism of celibacy or virginity for the kingdom’s sake involves more
than being peacefully chaste and, as will be explained, decisive discernment of a
vocation to the diocesan priesthood involves confirmation by the bishop when he
approves the candidate for ordination as a deacon.
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into the rational motivation characteristic of candidates well-prepared
for ordination. Without this development and integration, such
motives, though well-intentioned, are not only inadequate but im-
proper reasons for proceeding, unable by themselves even to shape a
specifically Christian life, much less a life consecrated to priestly ser-
vice. In sum, seminarians must learn to share Jesus’ motivations.
Knowing that his Father’s plan is wise and good, he realized that he
would benefit others and himself by playing his part in carrying it out.
Thus, he had three tightly integrated reasons for accepting and carry-
ing out his mission: (a) to please his Father, whom he loved; (b) to
save his fellow human beings, whom he loved; and (c) to fulfill him-
self as a man.

Father, the hour has come; glorify your Son that the Son may glorify you,
since you have given him power over all flesh, to give eternal life to all whom
you have given him. And this is eternal life, that they know you the only true
God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent. I glorified you on earth, having
accomplished the work which you gave me to do; and now, Father, glorify me
in your own presence with the glory which I had with you before the world was
made. (Jn 17:1-5; cf. Heb 12:2)

Good candidates for the priesthood fully ready to embrace celibacy
and be ordained have reasons for proceeding similar to the reasons
Jesus had.

(a) Obeying and pleasing God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—
whom they love, is all-important. Having earnestly tried to discern
God’s plan for their lives, they believe he wants them to serve as
priests in the dioceses for which they are about to be ordained.

(b) Helping Jesus, whom they love, save the people he will entrust to
them—people toward whom they share his pastoral charity—is very
worthwhile in itself. Understanding the responsibilities of priestly
ministry and honestly appraising their gifts and limitations, such can-
didates are confident that, with the grace of the Holy Spirit, they can
be faithful, competent, and energetic assistants to the Good Shepherd.
Moreover, having considered the needs of various dioceses as well as
their own special gifts and limitations, they think they will help Jesus























































































































































































