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wants to remain unmarried, this voluntary celibacy becomes a sign 
expressing a sensitivity to value which exists in all mankind. Such a 
celibate does not thereby claim a monopoly on this fundamental 
value, but on the contrary becomes an effective sign and exponent of 
a quality which ought to flourish in everyone. To the advantage of 
all, he thus keeps this universal sensitivity-to-value alive and acti-
vates it."6 

Could the Western Church change its requirement of celibacy as 
a condition for candidacy to orders? Certainly it could. Should it? 
This can be answered only by practical needs and circumstances. In 
any case, this question should not be of personal concern to those 
who have already made this choice. Those who have already com-
mitted themselves to celibacy have done so freely and have chosen 
to express their Christian love in this manner. Any discussion is 
simply a consideration for the future needs of the Church. Any 
change in legislation would not make a change in the value of cel-
ibacy in itself, even though it would allow for a married clergy. 

What then of the priest who is already ordained and has com-
mitted himself to a celibate life and who now wants to change that 
commitment? Father Karl Rahner writes: 

"I do not inquire what the Church should do if a priest comes 
to her asking to be freed of his obligation for good reasons— 
or bad ones. Let us hope that the Church will feel she can 
safely be magnanimous in such cases. No doubt it is a great 
disappointment, and quite inconsistent with the sense of 
personal responsibility beyond all legalism (otherwise so much 
invoked nowadays), when a priest feels that everything is 'all 
right' once the Church has freed him of his obligations. There 
is a responsibility to God from which even the Church 
cannot deliver a man. But as I say, I am in favour of the 
Church's being really magnanimous. And I shall not enlarge 
on my view that the present vogue for getting emotional and 
melodramatic over the unhappiness, the distress, the torments, 
the frustration of many priests is craven and senseless escap-
ism. Do not be dismayed or hoodwinked by it. Very often—I 
do not say always—such situations are not bare facts but the 
consequence, not antecedent, of a choice that must be an-
swered for. The choice may be made tacitly and unawares, by 

6 Schillebeeckx, op. cit., p. 95. 
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falling away from a firm will to really operative faith, sacri-
fice, renunciation, prayer—a will to resist our hunger for 
tangible happiness."7 

It seems, unfortunately, that in the case of some priests who have 
left the priesthood on the grounds that celibacy was the problem, 
they have been mistaken in their diagnosis. The actual problem 
seemed to be a loss of the meaning of the priesthood in itself and a 
consequent loss of the place of celibacy in the life of the priest. It 
is sometimes all too easy to forget why we have been ordained. And 
as we forget this, we drift further away from the dedication that 
gives meaning to celibate love. We will then, quite naturally, begin 
to look for a love to take its place. There is here also another danger. 
The disillusioned priest may decide that in the priesthood he has not 
found personal fulfillment. He may lose sight of the fact that his own 
fulfillment as a person can only come with the giving of himself to 
others. It is quite likely, then, that if he expects to use marriage to 
fulfill himself, he may also fail in this. If he marries because he sees 
in the woman the means to his fulfillment, then he has reduced her 
to the level of a means and may find that she has begun to be for 
him a thing rather than a person. 

The call to Christian self-giving is the call to Christian love. It 
is the call to give oneself totally to God and to neighbor. It is a call 
to selflessness. The question that each individual must decide is how 
he is to answer that call. One of the choices that he must make is 
whether he will answer it in marriage or in celibacy. This is not a 
decision that can be made in the abstract. One cannot look at cel-
ibacy as an ideal in itself and on that ground alone decide that it is 
for him. He must see the values of both marriage and celibacy, but 
he must see them in relationship to himself. He must decide which is 
better for him. This is not a choice that can be made without real 
self-knowledge. "Hence it is clearly incorrect to pose the following 
dilemmas: God or mankind; nature or supernature; human or Chris-
tian; flight from the world or concern for the world; direct or 
mediated relation to God. These things are not opposed to each other 
in Christianity. So a life presenting itself as directly and exclusively 

7 Rahner, op. at., pp. 150-151. 
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dedicated to God, without human or worldly intermediary, is an 
unchristian illusion."8 

"Celibacy is a choice, but it is a choice between two possible 
states of Christian life, not formally between a natural and a super-
natural value. Because the value in question is as such a religious 
one, the choice of this kind of celibacy actually implies that one 
gives up a human value because one wants to realize another value. 
Any voluntary celibacy implies a giving-up, but celibacy 'for the 
sake of the kingdom of God' concerns religious value in itself: that 
is its specifying characteristic. Directly religious celibacy thereby 
acquires a transcendent quality, incomprehensible from a purely 
secular point of view: the transcendence of the religious dimension 
itself. Religious celibacy is for this world an insoluble question mark; 
that is why it brings (negatively, in and through that actual giving-
up) the eschatological world-transcendence or gratuity of grace 
into visible expression."9 

In marriage the Christian expresses his selfless Christian love in 
his devotion to wife and family. He is directed to God through them 
and they are directed to God through him. He finds that by con-
centrating his love in one person or in one family he is better able 
to open that same love to others. Many persons who get married are, 
before their marriage, a bit selfish. And many find that in marriage 
they had discovered such love in husband or wife that it changes 
their lives. They wanted others to share in their happiness. Their 
love became expansive. They were now willing to become involved in 
other people's problems, because they had become selfless and were 
quite willing to give of themselves to others. 

On the other hand, there are those who find that the best way for 
them to express their selfless love is in a more general way. They find 
that they can best express their love by not centering it in one 
person. And this you have seen in truly holy priests, religious and 
laity whose lives are totally dedicated to others. They spend them-
selves in the service of others and in this they find their true happi-
ness. 

In both lives there are risks. The married couple run the risk 

8 Schillebeeckx, op. cit., p. 92. 
9 Schillebeeckx, op. cit., pp. 106-107. 
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of becoming so centered in each other that they become selfish and 
neglect others. They may even begin to treat each other as things 
instead of persons, each being interested only in what the other can 
give. This is a risk that is always present when love is centered in 
one person. It is a risk that can be overcome and is overcome in a 
truly happy marriage. 

The celibate runs the risk that by not centering his love in one 
person he may become impersonal. He can become selfish and self-
centered. He can begin to look to his own welfare and neglect others. 
This is a risk that is always present when love is not centered in 
one person. It is a risk that can be overcome and is overcome by the 
truly happy priest. 

If we insist on seeing celibacy in a purely negative fashion, we 
can easily become selfish. If we insist on seeing celibacy as imposed 
from without, we can live with it as a burden. If we see celibacy as 
an expression of selfless love, then it becomes productive and no 
burden at all. It becomes truly Christian. 

Celibacy is not a life for the one who is totally unattracted to 
marriage. The person who would not make a good husband or wife 
will find the same problem as a celibate. These problems must first 
be overcome before he can make an intelligent choice. Celibacy is for 
the person who has made a mature decision between two possible 
ways of expressing his Christian love. 
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