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“The Church today demands a profound renewal of celibate priesthood and the fatherhood to
which it is ordered.”Priestly celibacy, some say, is an outdated relic from another age. Others see
it as a lonely way of life.But as Fr. Carter Griffin argues in Why Celibacy?: Reclaiming the
Fatherhood of the Priest, the ancient practice of celibacy, when lived well, helps a priest exercise
his spiritual fatherhood joyfully and fruitfully. Along the way, Griffin explores:the question of
optional celibacysome pitfalls of celibate paternitythe selection and formation of candidates for
celibate priesthoodwhy biological fathers are also called to spiritual fatherhoodthe powerful
impact of celibacy on the Church and the wider cultureIn a critical moment for the Catholic
priesthood, Fr. Griffin brings light and hope with a new perspective on the Church’s perennial
wisdom on celibacy.Fr. Carter Griffin is a priest of the Archdiocese of Washington. Since 2011 he
has been engaged in the formation of seminarians at Saint John Paul II Seminary in
Washington, DC. Fr. Griffin is a graduate of Princeton University and a former line officer in the
United States Navy.“Fr. Griffin clearly shows that we need celibacy now more than ever—and a
celibate priesthood of true, spiritual fathers.”— Rev. Msgr. Andrew R. Baker, S.T.D., Rector,
Mount St. Mary’s Seminary, Emmitsburg, MD“Celibacy is an often under-appreciated element in
the fruitfulness of priestly ministry. I recommend this book to all who wish to understand and
even reclaim celibacy as a precious gift entrusted to the Church. . . .”— Most Rev. Paul S.
Coakley, Archbishop of Oklahoma City“This book is so needed in the Church at this time.
Seminarians who read this will be excited about the gift of celibacy, and priests will be renewed
in their commitment!”—Fr. Brett Brannen, Author and Pastor, Church of the Most Blessed
Sacrament, Savannah, GA“Griffin’s careful study is an antidote to the impoverished
understanding of the priesthood that is prevalent today. [Essential] reading for priests and those
who form them.”—Dr. Mary Healy, Sacred Heart Major Seminary, Detroit, MI“A thoughtful,
trenchant, inspiring, and very timely defense of the ancient tradition of celibacy in the Latin-rite
Catholic priesthood, written by one of America’s finest priests.”—George Weigel, Distinguished
Senior Fellow and William E. Simon Chair in Catholic Studies“This book has the timing of a
divine intervention. Just when fatherhood, natural and priestly, appears to be in tatters, this book
arrives with healing and bracing truth!”—Dcn. James Keating, Institute for Priestly Formation,
Creighton University, Omaha, NE“Fr. Carter Griffin has done a great service for the Church by
restoring to the discussion of priestly celibacy the often-forgotten dimension of spiritual
fatherhood.”—Fr. Paul Scalia, Episcopal Vicar for Clergy, Diocese of Arlington“Why Celibacy?
makes the case that priests do not renounce fatherhood but embrace celibacy as a privileged
way of living it: generating life and fulfilling the fatherly responsibilities of providing for, guiding
and teaching, and protecting those entrusted to their care.”—Sr. Sara Butler, M.S.B.T., University
of St. Mary of the Lake, Mundelein, IL.“The reform of the Church will not happen without the
reform of the priesthood Fr. Griffin engagingly describes in the precious book you now hold in
your hands.” — Fr. Roger J. Landry, Author of Plan of Life: Habits to Help You Grow Closer to God



"Fr. Griffin clearly shows that we need celibacy now more than ever—and a celibate priesthood
of true, spiritual fathers." — Rev. Msgr. Andrew R. Baker, S.T.D., Rector, Mount St. Mary's
Seminary, Emmitsburg, MD"Celibacy is an often under-appreciated element in the fruitfulness of
priestly ministry. I recommend this book to all who wish to understand and even reclaim celibacy
as a precious gift entrusted to the Church…." —Most Rev. Paul S. Coakley, Archbishop of
Oklahoma City"This book is so needed in the Church at this time. Seminarians who read this will
be excited about the gift of celibacy, and priests will be renewed in their commitment!" —Fr. Brett
Brannen, Author and Pastor, Church of the Most Blessed Sacrament, Savannah, GA"Griffin's
careful study is an antidote to the impoverished understanding of the priesthood that is prevalent
today. [Essential] reading for priests and those who form them." —Dr. Mary Healy, Sacred Heart
Major Seminary, Detroit, MI"A thoughtful, trenchant, inspiring, and very timely defense of the
ancient tradition of celibacy in the Latin-rite Catholic priesthood, written by one of America's
finest priests." —George Weigel, Distinguished Senior Fellow and William E. Simon Chair in
Catholic Studies"This book has the timing of a divine intervention. Just when fatherhood, natural
and priestly, appears to be in tatters, this book arrives with healing and bracing truth!" —Dcn.
James Keating, Institute for Priestly Formation, Creighton University, Omaha, NE"Fr. Carter
Griffin has done a great service for the Church by restoring to the discussion of priestly celibacy
the often-forgotten dimension of spiritual fatherhood." —Fr. Paul Scalia, Episcopal Vicar for
Clergy, Diocese of Arlington"Why Celibacy? makes the case that priests do not renounce
fatherhood but embrace celibacy as a privileged way of living it: generating life and fulfilling the
fatherly responsibilities of providing for, guiding and teaching, and protecting those entrusted to
their care." —Sr. Sara Butler, M.S.B.T., University of St. Mary of the Lake, Mundelein, IL."The
reform of the Church will not happen without the reform of the priesthood Fr. Griffin engagingly
describes in the precious book you now hold in your hands." —Fr. Roger J. Landry, Author of
Plan of Life: Habits to Help You Grow Closer to God--Endorsements --This text refers to an out of
print or unavailable edition of this title.About the AuthorFr. Carter Griffin is a priest of the
Archdiocese of Washington. Since 2011 he has been engaged in the formation of seminarians
at Saint John Paul II Seminary in Washington, DC. Fr. Griffin is a graduate of Princeton University
and a former line officer in the United States Navy.--This text refers to an out of print or
unavailable edition of this title.
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“Why Celibacy? is not only the title of an important study by Fr. Carter Griffin, it is a question on
the minds of many in today’s society—including Catholics and even priests. Fr. Griffin addresses
this question in a powerfully positive manner, stressing the important link between celibacy and
paternity. Priesthood is defined not merely by what a priest does, but more importantly by who a
priest is. The priest is a spiritual father and celibacy is an often under-appreciated element in the
fruitfulness of his priestly ministry. I recommend this book to all who wish to understand and
even reclaim celibacy as a precious gift entrusted to the Church by ‘the Father, from whom every
family in heaven and on earth is named’ (Eph 3:15).”MOST REV. PAUL S. COAKLEYArchbishop
of Oklahoma City“A few years after I was ordained, my father died. In the midst of my sadness
and sense of loss, I was struck by the realization of how much my father prepared me to be a
priest by just being a good father. Fr. Griffin puts into words what I had intuited years ago—a
celibate priest is not less of a father but more of a father to those entrusted to his spiritual
care.Fr. Carter Griffin offers more than an apologetic on celibacy. He launches a rescue mission
to save the celibate priesthood from being reduced to something unnatural, anachronistic, and
repressive. He shows just how celibacy is an efficacious sign of supernatural fecundity and how
living it well must be rooted in spiritual fatherhood.It is true that celibacy is not essential to the
Sacrament of Holy Orders. Nevertheless, it is eminently suitable to the priesthood, as Fr. Griffin
eloquently writes. It enables a priest not only ‘to live his own supernatural fatherhood with
greater efficacy and naturalness’ but it also reveals the ‘Fatherhood of God in a particularly
striking way.’We need a book like this. Many difficulties in the Church today could have been
avoided if priests and bishops had lived celibacy well and truly been fathers. As rector of a major
seminary, I know well that the needed reform in the Church today unavoidably begins with good
priestly formation—and good priestly formation includes a robust formation in living celibacy
well. Fr. Griffin clearly shows that we need celibacy now more than ever—and a celibate
priesthood of true, spiritual fathers.”REV. MSGR. ANDREW R. BAKER, S.T.D.Rector, Mount St.
Mary’s Seminary, Emmitsburg, MD“The Church teaches that every man is called to be a father
and every woman is called to be a mother. Fr. Carter Griffin has given us a brilliant and lucid
presentation of the purposes and benefits of celibacy and the profundity of priestly paternity.
This book is so needed in the Church at this time. Seminarians who read this will be excited
about the gift of celibacy, and priests will be renewed in their commitment!”FR. BRETT
BRANNENAuthor and Pastor, Church of the Most Blessed Sacrament, Savannah, GA“What an
encouragement for priests in these challenging times! Fr. Griffin’s careful study is an antidote to
the impoverished understanding of the priesthood that is prevalent today. His careful reading of
Scripture illuminates the profound relationship between priestly celibacy and spiritual
fatherhood. Why Celibacy? is essential reading for priests and those who form them.”DR. MARY
HEALYSacred Heart Major Seminary, Detroit, MI“A thoughtful, trenchant, inspiring, and very
timely defense of the ancient tradition of celibacy in the Latin-rite Catholic priesthood, written by
one of America’s finest priests.”GEORGE WEIGELDistinguished Senior Fellow and William E.
Simon Chair inCatholic Studies Ethics and Public Policy Center“This book has the timing of a



divine intervention. Just when fatherhood, natural and priestly, appears to be in tatters, this book
arrives with healing and bracing truth! Within the spousal gift that is priestly celibacy—a gift
which is nothing less than a man’s own body offered in response to God’s love and the urgent
spiritual needs of the Church—lies not simply sacrifice but generativity. It is the truth of spiritual
generativity that has lain fallow in the consciousness of priests for too long. Now, what is implicit
has become explicit with this clearly written and delightfully succinct book. Not only should every
seminary require this as reading, every parish priest should read it together with the dads of his
parish. Through such efforts by seminaries and parish priests will come a renewal of reverence
for fatherhood in our Church that will, hopefully, even affect Western culture.”DCN. JAMES
KEATINGInstitute for Priestly Formation, Creighton University, Omaha, NE“Fr. Carter Griffin has
done a great service for the Church by restoring to the discussion of priestly celibacy the often-
forgotten dimension of spiritual fatherhood. This book is a must-read for seminarians, priests,
and anyone desiring to understand the beautiful charism of celibacy.”FR. PAUL
SCALIAEpiscopal Vicar for Clergy, Diocese of Arlington“I highly recommend Why Celibacy? It is
a very timely and provocative book that addresses the current crisis of fatherhood, the
priesthood, and clerical celibacy with a clear and theologically well-grounded argument. It
makes the case that priests do not renounce fatherhood but embrace celibacy as a privileged
way of living it: generating life and fulfilling the fatherly responsibilities of providing for, guiding
and teaching, and protecting those entrusted to their care. This compelling vision of the priest is
rooted in his identity as sacramentally conformed to Christ the Head of the Church who perfectly
represents and reveals God the Father.”SR. SARA BUTLER, M.S.B.T.University of St. Mary of
the Lake, Mundelein, IL“One of the largest crises facing the Church comes from priests who do
not love God’s children as true spiritual dads, flowing from a defective understanding and living
of priestly celibate chastity. To that malady Fr. Griffin provides a cure in this clear, concise and
compelling presentation of how priestly celibacy enhances priestly fatherhood. This work will
nourish priests and future priests for generations to come, strengthen every Catholic’s
appreciation for the treasures of the priesthood and priestly celibacy, and help men young and
old grasp and grow in the capacity for chastity and authentic fatherhood. The reform of the
Church will not happen without the reform of the priesthood Fr. Griffin engagingly describes in
the precious book you now hold in your hands.”FR. ROGER J. LANDRYAuthor of Plan of Life:
Habits to Help You Grow Closer to GodWHYCELIBACY?WHYCELIBACY?RECLAIMING THE
FATHERHOODOF THE PRIESTFR. CARTER GRIFFINForeword by Scott HahnSteubenville,
OhioEmmaus Road Publishing1468 Parkview CircleSteubenville, Ohio 43952©2019 Carter
GriffinAll rights reserved. Published 2019Printed in the United States of AmericaLibrary of
Congress Control Number: 2019939351Unless otherwise noted, Scripture quotations are taken
from The Revised Standard Version Second Catholic Edition (Ignatius Edition) Copyright ©
2006 by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in
the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved.Excerpts from the
Catechism of the Catholic Church, second edition, copyright © 2000, Libreria Editrice Vaticana--



United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, Washington, D.C. Noted as “CCC” in the
text.Cover image: Ordenación y primera misa de san Juan de Mata (ca. 1634) by Vincente
Carducho, Museo del Prado, Madrid, SpainCover design and layout by Emily FeldkampNihil
Obstat:The Reverend James DunfeeCensor LibrorumImprimatur:The Most Reverend Jeffrey M.
MontfortonBishop of SteubenvilleFebruary 9, 2019The nihil obstat and imprimatur are official
declarations that a book or pamphlet is free of doctrinal or moral error. No implication is
contained therein that those who have granted the nihil obstat and imprimatur agree with the
contents, opinions or statements expressed.DedicationTo the seminarians whom I have had the
privilege to serve. Their courage, generosity, and nobility of heart in these troubled times have
been an unwavering inspiration to me. This book, however inadequately, is a grateful and
heartfelt tribute to them.Table of ContentsFOREWORDPREFACEINTRODUCTION: THE
CELIBATE FATHERHOOD OF CHRISTCHAPTER ONE: PRIESTLY FATHERHOODThe Priest’s
FatherhoodExercise of Priestly FatherhoodCHAPTER TWO: PRIESTLY CELIBACYCelibacy and
Supernatural FatherhoodExercising Celibate Priestly FatherhoodThree Pitfalls of the
PriesthoodOptional Celibacy?CHAPTER THREE: SELECTION AND FORMATIONSelecting
Future Spiritual FathersForming Future Spiritual FathersForming Chaste FathersCHAPTER
FOUR: FURTHER BENEFITS OF CELIBACYGraces of CelibacyWitness of
CelibacyCONCLUSION: SAINT JOSEPH AND THE BLESSED VIRGIN
MARYACKNOWLEDGMENTSBIBLIOGRAPHYForeword“STAY WITH ME,” said Micah, “and be
to me a father and a priest” (Judg 17:10).“Come with us,” urged the Danites, “and be to us a
father and a priest” (Judg 18:19).This fact—the fatherhood of priesthood—is at the heart of
biblical religion, and is evident in the heartfelt pleas of Micah and the Danites.The life of Israel
required the service of a sacrificing priest. And the need did not go away with the arrival of the
Messiah. Biblical religion is sacrificial, and sacrifice is a priestly act. Christ is our high priest, but
he shares his ministry with those who are ordained to offer sacrifice in the Church.Priesthood,
however, is not simply a job, or a career path, or a sideline. It’s a life, a vocation, a family bond.
That is evident in the inspired words from the Book of Judges: “Stay with me … Come with us …
Be a father to us.” A priest is a father, and a father stays with his family and goes where they go.
His commitment is total. He cannot conceive of a life apart from them.Throughout the history of
salvation, celibacy has safeguarded that commitment. In the Old Covenant, Israel’s priests
observed sexual continence during their rotating terms of service (see Exod 19:15 and Deut
23:9–13). At the conclusion of their term, they returned to their wives; but during their term they
belonged entirely to God and the service of his chosen people.In the New Covenant we see the
fulfillment of priesthood in Jesus Christ. He is the “high priest of the good things that have
come” (Heb 9:11). He is the model and image of what a priest should be. And he is celibate. His
term of service is forever. It is perpetual, as his priesthood is eternal.This book by Fr. Carter
Griffin brings another feature of Jesus’ priesthood into sharp focus. Why Celibacy? proposes
that Scripture and the Church Fathers reveal all of our Lord’s actions—his preaching and
teaching, his relationships, his sacrifice on Calvary—as hallmarks of a faithful priest and actions



of a faithful father.Fatherhood is essential to the ministerial priesthood. A priest presides over the
Mass. He is often the administrator of a parish. But, first and foremost, he is a spiritual
father.Jesus, who ordained the Apostles to share his ministry, told them that there would be a
place for celibacy in the Church (Matt 19:10–12). St. Paul embraced that vocation (see 1 Cor 7)
and relished the freedom it gave him for ministry. He was completely available to his
congregations. He recognized, moreover, that he owed his freedom to his celibacy (see 1 Cor
7:32–34). His heart was undivided, his mind undistracted. He did not need to hesitate before
placing himself in harm’s way. He did not need to worry about appearing to show favoritism to a
wife or children. He could be to the Church—wholeheartedly—“a father and a priest.”The Church
of Jesus Christ has always followed the model of Jesus and Saint Paul. I do not mean to say that
celibacy is always and everywhere mandatory. That is not the case. It is always, however,
observed in some measure. In the Eastern Churches a married man may be ordained to
priesthood, but the episcopate is reserved to celibates. A man, moreover, may not marry after
ordination and remain active in priestly ministry. In the East it is customary also for married
priests to observe periodic continence, as the Levites did in Israel.In the West, it seems, the
tradition of celibate priesthood is ancient indeed. A bishop of the fourth century, Saint Ambrose
of Milan, assumes when he addressed his young clergy that many of them had never even
heard of a married priest.Celibate priesthood is a constant in biblical religion, and it is perfectly
fulfilled in Christ and his body, the Church.Fr. Griffin points out that throughout the Church’s long
history, wherever celibacy is lived well by priests, spiritual paternity follows. In this light, the
seeming contradiction of the celibate father is no contradiction.As Jesus knew, and as St. Paul
knew, and as every Catholic priest knows, celibate priesthood has its practical advantages. I can
testify to these as a counter-witness because I served as a married Presbyterian minister, and I
struggled to balance my commitments. I saw that many of my colleagues were failing in their
struggle—either favoring family over congregation or vice versa, and sometimes falling into
adultery and divorce.This is not to say that celibates never fail in their own struggles. They do, as
the news media are eager to remind us. But marriage would, I think, exacerbate rather than
solve their problems.What we want from our clergy is what Micah wanted and what the Danites
wanted. We want them to be priests who not only offer sacrifice, but offer themselves entirely in
sacrifice for their Church—just as fathers offer themselves in sacrifice for their families. We want
them to be with us and to be Christ among us. We want them to stay with us as he stays with
us.This is a desire deep in our hearts because God placed it there.Celibate priesthood is more
than a custom for us. It is integral to tradition, from the Old Covenant through the New and into
the age of the Church.Why Celibacy? gets to the heart of this reality and offers the Church and
her priests a renewed vision of the priesthood. More than that, Fr. Griffin offers a path forward for
all men to become spiritual fathers in the order of grace. We should expect nothing less from
Christ’s priests.Scott HahnPrefaceON APRIL 8, 2005, the largest congregation of Christian
faithful in history gathered in St. Peter’s Square for the funeral of Pope John Paul II. Kings and
Presidents, religious and lay faithful, Catholics and non-Catholics, from every corner of the



globe, came to pray and to show their love for a man who had touched countless souls over the
course of his long life. With over four million mourners in attendance and billions of viewers on
television, the recurring image evoked was that of a father’s burial. When his simple casket was
lowered in a final salute before the pallbearers bore it into the Basilica, few were able to restrain
their tears as they bade farewell to their “Papa”—their “Father”—who had loved them with a
father’s heart generously, heroically, to his final breath.In what many would see as a
contradiction in terms, the man who modeled paternity for a generation of believers was a
celibate priest. But a deeper understanding of priestly celibacy and spiritual fatherhood shows
that it is no contradiction at all.There is, I believe, a particular need for this deeper
understanding. The scandal of unfaithful celibate priests and the legitimate sense of betrayal on
the part of the faithful, as well as the shortage of priests, has seriously weakened confidence in
the wisdom of priestly celibacy. As understandable as that reaction might be, I believe
misgivings of celibacy are misplaced. Just as marriage does not cause adultery, the sexual
abuse of minors and vulnerable adults is not caused by celibacy. When priests or bishops
become dangerous predators and superiors do not stop them, it is not a failure of celibacy—it is
a failure to live celibacy well. It is a failure of chastity, not celibacy. It is, in fact, a failure to live
celibacy as priestly fathers. Good fathers simply do not abuse their children, and they tolerate no
one who might.Far from justifying an abolition or abridgement of celibacy, the storm of scandals
in the Church today demands a profound renewal of celibate priesthood and the fatherhood to
which it is ordered. I pray that this book may contribute in some small way to that renewal.The
aim of this book, however, goes beyond a response to these staggering betrayals of trust. I hope
that it might also help to renew confidence in the powerful efficacy of priestly celibacy. As
recently as 2013 the Church affirmed that celibacy “is a joyful gift which the Church has received
and wishes to retain, convinced that it is a good for itself and for the world.”1 In 1992 St. John
Paul II stated that the Synod of Bishops did “not wish to leave any doubts in the mind of anyone
regarding the Church’s firm will to maintain the law that demands perpetual and freely chosen
celibacy for present and future candidates for priestly ordination in the Latin rite. The synod
would like to see celibacy presented and explained … as a precious gift given by God to his
Church and as a sign of the kingdom which is not of this world.”2Nevertheless, many priests,
even some younger men formed after the seminary reforms of St. John Paul II, struggle mightily
to live celibacy faithfully and too many are still leaving active ministry. In exploring the
foundations of priestly celibacy, then, it is my aim not only to reinforce the ancient wisdom of the
Church but also to remind priests why they have embraced it. St. Teresa of Calcutta once
remarked that “priestly celibacy is that gift which prepares for life in heaven. Jesus calls his priest
to be his co-worker in the Church, to fill heaven with God’s children.”3 When Mother Teresa’s
insight about the fruitfulness of celibacy becomes an unshakeable conviction in the heart of a
priest, he begins to see his celibacy, his priesthood, and his very life differently: he sees them in
the light of paternity. He begins to see himself as a father in the order of grace, not only in name
and in title but as an identity that permeates his entire priestly life. This book is therefore



intended to confirm priests in the wisdom, beauty, and fruitfulness of their celibate
priesthood.Curiously, the spiritual fatherhood of celibate priests has received little attention in
theology, perhaps in part because it has simply been taken for granted. Especially in regions
where they commonly are called “Father,” priests may implicitly acknowledge their own paternity
without, perhaps, a clear grasp of its nature or how it is exercised. Some might allow, for
instance, that in the administration of Baptism, priests enjoy a kind of spiritual paternity, but
would struggle to distinguish it from that of laypeople or even nonbelievers administering the
sacrament.Beyond Baptism, the priest’s paternity is seldom connected to his celebration of the
other sacraments or with his preaching, teaching, shepherding, or temporal administration and
governance. Still less is the priest’s fatherhood associated with his commitment to celibacy.
Indeed, celibacy is usually identified with the very renunciation of fatherhood. In short, while
there may be an unformed idea that celibate priesthood has something to do with paternity, the
actual application often seems obscure.In response to this theological gap, St. Paul VI, in his
encyclical Sacerdotalis Caelibatus, invited believers and theologians to study celibacy in the
light of Christ’s redemptive mission, “to persevere in the study of this vision, and to go deeply
into the inner recesses and wealth of its reality. In this way, the bond between the priesthood and
celibacy will more and more be seen as closely knit—as the mark of a heroic soul and the
imperative call to unique and total love for Christ and His Church.”4 At a time when priestly
celibacy is often seen as an arbitrary and anachronistic imposition, it is more important than ever
to take up Pope Paul’s challenge to discover the natural and supernatural logic inscribed in
celibacy.The conviction expressed in these pages is that priests embrace celibacy as a radical
choice to give themselves to God and neighbor in such a way that they are enabled to generate
new spiritual life. Priests are celibate, in short, because their celibacy—when lived well—is a
privileged way of embracing a fatherhood that transcends nature alone; it is “supernatural”
fatherhood in the order of grace.5The pastoral implications of this idea are not only for priests
but for all the faithful. While the principal audience of this book consists of diocesan priests,
seminarians, and those who select and form them, most of what follows is equally applicable to
priests of religious congregations. A great deal is also relevant to those who embrace apostolic
celibacy as laymen. Married people, too, benefit from a greater awareness of celibate priestly
fatherhood. Just as families with a father tend to enjoy more unity and a clear sense of identity,
so too do parishes and dioceses tend to thrive more with a priest or bishop who perceives his
vocation as inherently paternal and who exercises a generous and self-sacrificing love. When
the faithful value that kind of love and expect it from their pastors, they can do much to restore a
firm sense of paternity in the priesthood. Men are wonderfully made to rise to expectations, and
few can elicit a more generous response from the heart of a man than the expectation that he
become a worthy father.Celibacy, Priesthood, and FatherhoodAn indirect motivation for this
book is to offer rational underpinnings for the very notion of “celibate priestly fatherhood” against
the headwinds of certain contemporary ideas. Each of these three terms—celibacy, priesthood,
and fatherhood—is today subject to an intellectual reduction or impoverishment.Celibacy is



often viewed as a merely negative choice, a renunciation alone, rendering virtually
incomprehensible the notion of positive generativity among those who embrace it. This limited
view of celibacy, though it is making a strong resurgence, did not originate with modernity. In
ancient times, for instance, the reduction of celibacy tended to focus rather narrowly on
achieving bodily purity and often was fueled by a dim view of corporality and human sexuality.
Today the tendency is to reduce celibacy to a pragmatic calculation of time and availability for
ministry. Priests themselves, some of whom may be struggling with celibacy and unacquainted
with its deeper reasons, can be heard expressing this view. Even the far richer notion of celibate
spousality, that of being “married to the Church,” does not provide adequate emotional traction
for many priests to see their way through the challenges of celibacy. The ordering to spiritual
fatherhood, in contrast, can be a far more compelling vision of celibacy for many priests.In
addition to an impoverished view of celibacy, there is today a diminished concept of priesthood
that focuses more on its functional, even bureaucratic, aspects than on its relational, personal,
and paternal dimensions. The technical specialization of professional work since the
Enlightenment has not spared the priesthood, which is increasingly regarded in a largely
administrative light, as a series of ministerial tasks for which men are more or less technically
competent and by which their efficiency is judged. The pace of life made possible by advances
in technology and communication, the greater expectations placed on fewer priests, and the
general growth in administrative duties all contribute to a feeling among many busy parish
priests that not enough time is left for genuine pastoral ministry. Despite their best intentions and
efforts, priests often lament that they do too little of the very things they looked forward to on the
day of their ordination, the things that are the heart of their ministry: preaching, administering the
sacraments, and spending time with their people. It is what a priest does rather than who a priest
is that sometimes defines the vocation today in the mind of both the priest and his people. The
view of the priestly life centered on programs, institutional ministries, and measurable success is
a woefully depleted vision of the priesthood that can be remedied by a return to priestly
paternity, as I hope to show.The third intellectual reduction relevant to this discussion is an
impoverished view of fatherhood itself. Today, many perceive fatherhood merely as a raw
biological act—and even that biological contribution is being gradually eroded by medical
advances. Beginning with the sexual revolution of the 1960’s, but accompanied by more recent
scientific advances in the areas of contraception, in vitro fertilization, surrogacy, and—soon
enough—cloning, human sexuality has been gradually de-coupled from its natural ordering to
human generation. While motherhood has also suffered from this depleted anthropology, the
more detached physical and emotional part played by the man in human generation more easily
obscures his contribution. As a result, Western society increasingly judges the man’s familial role
as dispensable. The damage caused to children, to mothers, to society at large, and to fathers
themselves by this diminution of fatherhood is colossal. As research consistently shows,
children who grow up without their fathers are dramatically more likely to fail at school, to
experience emotional and behavioral problems, to abuse drugs, to suffer child abuse, and to



wind up in prison.6 Psychologist Paul Vitz notes that prisons in the United States, statistically
speaking, are essentially facilities to house fatherless young men.7 There is a desperate need to
renew and restore our cultural reverence for the nobility of fatherhood.These downward trends in
our cultural understanding of celibacy, priesthood, and paternity are admittedly not universal,
though I believe they are more deeply embedded than many wish to believe. Wherever they are
found, a richer understanding of the spiritual fatherhood of celibate priests can help restore their
luster. Recognizing the anemic and negative view of celibacy for what it is, we can begin to
understand that the celibate commitment is positive and generates life. Only then can the
priesthood be freed from its burden of functionalism and reaffirmed as a vocation that embraces
the whole man in a paternal identity directed to the generation of new children in grace. For true
renewal within the Church to take place, fatherhood must be liberated from a materialistic,
“biologistic” oversimplification and once again upheld as the highest fulfillment of masculinity,
ordered both to the procreation of life and to its fruition—both naturally and
supernaturally.8Accentuating the spiritual paternity of celibate priests sheds new light on all
three of these realities—celibacy, priesthood, and fatherhood—and helps to restore their full
dignity and significance.In fact, it is not only celibate priests who benefit from a better
understanding of these important concepts but all Catholics. A former parishioner who is now a
religious sister recently wrote to me about the impact of celibate priests in her life. I think she
speaks for many of the faithful. “I’m not sure that I can put it into words very well,” Sr. Diana Marie
began. “I just know that priestly celibacy has impacted my life in a profound way. The difference
that priests have made in my life, I am convinced, could not have been made by married men,
married priests, or even faithful women. There is something unique and irreplaceable about the
role a man entirely given over to God can play in a life.” She then concluded, “My life is different
because of priests who have given themselves over body and soul to the Lord and to the Church
—or at least constantly strive to.”9I believe that this experience of priestly celibacy is common,
but so is the struggle to articulate why exactly it has been spiritually fruitful in her life. “I’m not
sure that I can put it into words very well,” she wrote. Many would agree. Answering the question
“Why celibacy?” has a particular urgency today. I hope that this book, by showing that celibacy is
a privileged way of living spiritual fatherhood, will give a convincing and positive answer.1
Congregation for the Clergy, Directory for the Life and Ministry of Priests (Citta del Vaticano:
Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2013), no. 79.2 Pope John Paul II, Post-Synodal Apostolic
Exhortation on the Formation of Priest in the Circumstances of the Present Day Pastores Dabo
Vobis (March 15, 1992), § 29.3 Teresa of Calcutta, “Priestly Celibacy: A Sign of the Charity of
Christ” (1993): accessed October 5, 2018, ., emphasis in original.4 Pope Paul VI, Encyclical
Letter on the Celibacy of the Priest Sacerdotalis Caelibatus (June 24, 1967), § 25.5 Throughout
this book I will use the terms “supernatural fatherhood” and the more common “spiritual
fatherhood” interchangeably. In my opinion, though, the former term is more precise, since it
avoids any semblance of anthropological dualism. Also, for some, “spiritual” might imply a
degree of unreality or abstraction, as if spiritual fathers were simply like or comparable to “real”



fathers. What I intend by supernatural paternity is not simply a similitude of fatherhood, but a
manifestation of fatherhood itself, as will be explained in the chapters that follow.6 See for
instance Wade F. Horn, “The Rise of an American Fatherhood Movement,” in The Faith Factor in
Fatherhood: Renewing the Sacred Vocation of Fathering, ed. Don E. Eberly (Lanham, MD:
Lexington Books, 1999), 136. Also, Philip M. Sutton, “The Fatherhood Moment: The Rest of the
Story,” in Marriage and the Common Good: Proceedings from the Twenty-Second Annual
Convention of the Fellowship of Catholic Scholars, September 24–26, 1999, Deerfield, Illinois,
ed. Kenneth D. Whitehead (South Bend, IN: St. Augustine’s Press, 2001), 62.7 See Paul C. Vitz,
“The Importance of Fathers: Evidence from Social Science,” 6, accessed October 11, 2018, .8
The background of this book may be found in my doctoral dissertation entitled Supernatural
Fatherhood through Priestly Celibacy: Fulfillment in Masculinity (A Thomistic Study) published in
2011 by the Pontifical University of the Holy Cross in Rome. In restructuring and condensing that
work, and also adding new material, I have sought to make it more readable and less dense than
an academic dissertation while still aiming at an audience that is familiar with the broad contours
of the discussion of celibacy. Readers who wish for a more intensive academic study of the topic
in general, including its relevance for the all-male priesthood and responding to its feminist
critics, may wish to consult the dissertation.9 Sister Diana Marie Andrews, OP, of the Dominican
Sisters of Hawthorne, in private correspondence with the author, December 20,
2018.IntroductionThe Celibate Fatherhood ofChristAT THE NATIONAL GALLERY OF LONDON
there is a painting by Sebastiano del Piombo showing Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead. In
this image, the Lord is reaching out his arm toward Lazarus, who is emerging from the tomb
wrapped in linens, with his sisters Martha and Mary and the crowd looking on. Jesus’ hand is in
precisely the same posture as the hand of God the Father in Michelangelo’s great fresco, the
Creation of Adam, on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. Whether del Piombo intended it or not—
the Raising of Lazarus was painted only six years after the Sistine Chapel—he made a very
important and theologically profound statement about Jesus’ action in raising his friend Lazarus
from the dead. As God the Father gave life to the First Adam, so did Christ—the Last Adam—
give new life to Lazarus and to the multitudes who came to him for mercy and truth and healing;
and so too does this New Adam continue to give new life in grace to countless more through his
perfect act of love on the Cross. Wittingly or not, del Piombo was harkening to an ancient
undercurrent in Catholic thought that sees in Jesus not only the Son of the Father but a father
himself of a new and redeemed humanity.The point is an important one. If the celibate priest is
truly a father in any strong sense of the word, then theologically it must follow that Christ, in
whose priesthood every priest shares, must himself also be a father in the order of grace.While it
may seem a little jarring to call Jesus a father, there is solid support for the idea in the Scriptures
and in the theological tradition. Adam himself is the father of humanity, the one commissioned by
God to “be fruitful and multiply” (Gen 1:28). Jesus, according to St. Paul, is “the last Adam” (1
Cor 15:45), identifying him as the new father of humanity, a father in the order of grace, who has
been commissioned by God to “be fruitful and multiply” a redeemed human race, to generate



children for the kingdom of heaven. There are hints of this in the Gospels as well. Though using
an idiom, Jesus often employed the affectionate term “children” when addressing his disciples:
“Children, how hard it is for those who trust in riches to enter the kingdom of God!” (Mark 10:24);
“Little children, yet a little while I am with you” (John 13:33); “Children, have you any fish?” (John
21:5); “Child, your sins are forgiven” (Mark 2:5).Most explicitly, in his ministry Jesus performs
every action of the good father: he provides his disciples with food, both for their bodies and
their souls, he guides and teaches them, and he protects them from harm. Above all, he gives
them, and all believers, new life—the highest life of all—in the Paschal Mystery and prepares the
way for their resurrection, their physical birth into eternal life. “For as the Father raises the dead
and gives them life,” writes St. John, “so also the Son gives life to whom he will” (John 5:21). St.
John also refers to Christ’s supernatural generativity in his first epistle: “And now, little children,
abide in him, so that when he appears we may have confidence and not shrink from him in
shame at his coming. If you know that he is righteous, you may be sure that everyone who does
right is born of him” (1 John 2:28–29).Exegetes have even found paternal references to Christ in
the Old Testament, such as an oft-cited passage from Isaiah stating that the messianic King
would be “father of the world to come” (Isa 9:6, DRA)1 and another Isaian passage quoted by
the Letter to the Hebrews, “Behold, I and my children, whom the LORD hath given me” (Isa 8:18,
DRA, quoted in Heb 2:13). In the Suffering Servant passages of Isaiah, we read that “when he
makes himself an offering for sin, he shall see his offspring, he shall prolong his days; the will of
the LORD shall prosper in his hand” (Isa 53:10).Theological reflection on Christ as father, though
always an intellectual sub-current, endured in the patristic age and beyond.2 Explicit reference
to the fatherhood of Christ can, for instance, be found in the writings of Sts. Justin Martyr,
Irenaeus of Lyons, Clement, Athanasius, Philomeno of Mabbug, Ephraim, and Benedict, as well
as Origen, Evagrius of Pontus, and Melito of Sardis. More implicitly it is found in writers such as
Sts. Ambrose, Augustine, and Leo the Great. In later centuries, two of its greatest exponents
were the Spanish writers Fray Luis de León and St. John of Avila. In Spain there is a “Christ the
Father Cemetery,” and in the Eastern Churches it is not uncommon to hear prayers to “Father
Christ.”That the paternity of Christ remained a theme even of late medieval popular piety is
reflected, for example, in the fifteenth-century English Christmas carol This Endris Night, which
places these words on the lips of Mary:My Son, my Brother, Father, dear,Why liest Thou thus in
hay?My sweetest bird, thus ‘tis required,Though Thou be King veray;But nevertheless I will not
ceaseTo sing, By by, lullay.Allusions to Christ’s fatherhood, then, enjoy a respected, if somewhat
less celebrated, pedigree in the theological tradition.Embodying the Father’s PaternityChrist’s
fatherhood is both a visible representation and an agent of God the Father’s paternity. Through
his Sacred Humanity, Christ represents the Fatherhood of God more perfectly than any other
being. Thus he tells Philip at the Last Supper, “He who has seen me has seen the Father” (John
14:9). Reflecting on this response, St. Thomas Aquinas comments that two people can be so
alike that one may say, “If you saw one you saw the other.” Yet in human likeness, however
similar various people may be, they always remain distinct individuals. The likeness of the divine



Father and his eternal Son, however, is in the same divine nature, to which the Incarnate Son is
united by the hypostatic union. Therefore, Aquinas concludes, “when seeing the Son, the Father
is better seen than when seeing mere human likenesses, no matter how much alike they
are.”3The reflection of the Father can be perceived in Jesus’ life. An outstanding feature of his
ministry was his merciful love, surely a distinguishing mark of his representation of God the
Father. We only need to reflect on his extensive healing ministry, his tireless compassion for
sinners and the downtrodden, and his parables of mercy, above all the “Magna Carta” of mercy
in the parable of the Prodigal Son. Jesuit theologian Jean Galot speculates that there is even a
kind of quasi-sacramental character impressed on the soul of Jesus that enables him uniquely
to make visible God the Father.4Jesus’ humanity is not only representative of God the Father. It
is itself an instrument of redemption, generating life as both Head and Bridegroom of the
Church. As Adam is the father of the human race in creation, so the New Adam is the father of
the human race in re-creation, in redemption. Christ merited the grace of regeneration—spiritual
rebirth—in the Paschal Mystery, the source of his fatherhood in the order of grace. As head of
the Church, Christ becomes “father”—first to Mary, then to the apostles, then to all disciples
through the ages. He invites his apostles to a communion with him that reflects the union he has
with the Father.At the Last Supper, for instance, Jesus assumes the paternal role in the ritual
meal and prays to the Father “that they may all be one; even as you, Father, are in me, and I in
you” (John 17:21). In that communion he exemplifies the love, compassion, patience, and
fruitfulness that he then enjoins on his apostles. Like any father, his paternity does not end with
generating life itself but includes its nourishment, protection, teaching, and all the other goods
supplied by a father.It is understandable that Jesus, seeking to affirm and reveal the Fatherhood
of God, would not emphasize his own derived paternity. He does, however, frequently describe
his relationship to the Church as that of a Bridegroom in a way that suggests paternity.5 In
Mark’s Gospel, for example, when Jesus is asked why his disciples do not fast, he responds,
“Can the children of the marriage fast, as long as the bridegroom is with them?” (Mark 2:19,
DRA).6 The implication is that Jesus is the Bridegroom of the Church because he is first a father
—the disciples are already “children of the marriage” at the time of the nuptials.The spousal
claim of Christ, in other words, contains within it an implicit claim to paternity as well. As the New
Adam, he is betrothed to the New Eve, represented by Mary and fulfilled in his Bride the Church,
born, as the Fathers often say, from his side on the Cross. Christ’s sacrifice is fruitful—that is,
paternal—because the salvific grace that he merited on the Cross is implanted in his spotless
Bride, who raises up offspring in the order of grace.The fatherhood of Christ, the celibate High
Priest of the New Covenant, provides the basis and template for celibate fatherhood in the
ministerial priest. It also anticipates the dramatic center of the priest’s fatherhood in the Holy
Eucharist. Christ’s own fatherhood is derived from his life-giving sacrifice on Calvary, a self-
emptying love that is mirrored in his choice for celibacy. So too the spiritual fatherhood of the
celibate priest. His re-presentation in the Mass of Christ’s sacrifice is the source from which his
priestly paternity flows. The witness of undivided love—that of Jesus and of his priest—is also,



as we shall see, among the most compelling arguments for the wisdom of priestly celibacy.1
Sometimes translated as “Everlasting Father” or “Father-Forever.”2 See José Granados,
“Priesthood: A Sacrament of the Father,” Communio: International Catholic Review 36, no. 2
(Summer 2009): 197–200. For a more complete study see Fernando Benicio Felices Sánchez,
La Paternidad Espiritual del Sacerdote: Fundamentos Teológicos de la Fecundidad Apostólica
Presbiteral (San Juan, Puerto Rico: San Juan de Puerto Rico, 2006).3 St. Thomas Aquinas,
Super Evangelium S. Ioannis Lectura (Rome: Marietti, 1972), 14, lec. 3.4 Jean Galot, Theology
of the Priesthood, trans. Roger Balducelli (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1984), 203–204.5 See
Matt 9:15; Matt 25:1–13; Mark 2:19–20; Luke 5:34–35; John 3:29.6 The King James Version is
even more precise than the Douay-Rheims, rendering the Greek (νυμφ νος, nympho nos) as
“children of the bridechamber,” though newer English translations tend to render it “wedding
guests,” presumably in order to avoid confusion regarding the image of a bridegroom with
children. It is regrettable, however, since there is an important truth conveyed in so explicitly
identifying Jesus’ disciples as the “children of the marriage [or bridechamber].”Chapter
OnePriestly FatherhoodCARDINAL HENRY EDWARD MANNING, a nineteenth-century English
prelate, was convinced of the profound importance of the priest’s fatherhood. The “title of father
is the first, the chief, the highest, the most potent, the most persuasive, the most honourable of
all the titles of a priest,” Cardinal Manning wrote. “He may receive from the world and from its
fountains of honour many names, from the schools of learning many degrees, from the
ecclesiastical law many dignities; but none has so deep and so high a sense as father.”
Significantly he adds, “And none but the spiritual fatherhood will pass into eternity.” 1Priestly
fatherhood is itself no surprise to most Catholics today. In countries like the United States, we
even address our priests as “Father.” The challenge is understanding what that fatherhood
means. Where does it come from? What are its duties? How is it exercised? As a scientist who
studies rivers must first understand the source from which they flow, the source from which they
draw their vitality, our investigation into the various streams of fatherhood must begin at the
source of their vitality in the very Fatherhood of God.God the Father, Origin of All
FatherhoodJesus told his disciples, “And call no man your father on earth, for you have one
Father, who is in heaven” (Matt 23:9). These words from Scripture are sometimes employed to
denounce the unscriptural foundations of priestly fatherhood. However, they are its clearest
witness. They reveal the profound truth that all human fatherhood—including that of the celibate
priest—is grounded in God’s own paternity of the eternal Son, the Father being the source of all
paternity in heaven and on earth, as St. Paul teaches the Ephesians (see Eph 3:15, DRA).

Why Celibacy Reclaiming the Fatherhood of the Priest fr mike, Why Celibacy Reclaiming the
Fatherhood of the Priest fr dave, Why Celibacy Reclaiming the Fatherhood of the Priest fr john,
Why Celibacy Reclaiming the Fatherhood of the Priest fr james, why celibacy reclaiming the
fatherhood of the priest, why celibacy for catholic priests, why was celibacy introduced in the
catholic church, why do priests practice celibacy, when and why did catholic priests become



celibate, what happens when priests break celibacy, why are priests celibacy history, how does
fatherhood change a man, why celibacy in catholic church, why is celibacy a requirement for
priests, why is celibacy important in christianity, why do shakers believe in celibacy, why celibacy
is importance in spiritual life, why celibacy is good, why celibacy is a gift, why is celibacy
outdated, why celibacy is important, why i took a vow of celibacy, why is celibacy important,
what did father want to do about the new child and why, do deadbeat dads ever come back

Apostle of the Crucified Lord: A Theological Introduction to Paul and His Letters, From the
Depths of Our Hearts: Priesthood, Celibacy and the Crisis of the Catholic Church, Cross-
Examined: Catholic Responses to the World’s Questions, Introduction to the Spiritual Life:
Walking the Path of Prayer with Jesus, A Confessor's Handbook: Revised and Expanded
Edition, Faith Hope Love, How We Love: A Formation for the Celibate Life



Book Glutton, “Not Just Your Average Book on Priesthood!. Having grown up virtually without a
father, the result of severe alcoholism and the mostly personal violence I remember receiving in
my upbringing, I left the Catholic Church because it made no sense with the life we had.
Returning to the Church years later, in search of the Eucharist, there was no big welcome or
acknowledgement - nothing exciting about it! For the most part, I was completely unknown.
Perhaps I wouldn’t have stayed! That is, except for one factor: a priest from a parish on Wall
Street where my career began, Father James Halligan, who took me under his wing and for 30
years until he died was a father and a priest to me. He became my best friend, my Confessor, my
mentor, and my Spiritual Director. He was someone who Bishop John Oliver Barres of Rockville
Centre, in his 25th anniversary homily, also had high marks for. There was another priest/
professor, Father Ed Smith, who took me under his wing when studying Psychology electives in
my 3rd year of college. This is where I emptied myself of all the baggage I had carried from my
upbringing, which entailed much. After listening to all I had to say about my father for months, he
challenged me. He told me: all the things I said my father didn’t do for me, couldn’t do for me,
should’ve done for me, the nurturing, protection, and education he was supposed to give to me,
the person he was supposed to be for me, he now wanted me to begin to do for others, to be a
father to others. Probably the best advice I have ever received in my life. And looking back, for 30
years, I recognize that this is what Father Halligan did for me.This book begins with a Foreword
by Dr. Scott Hahn, basically introducing concepts he presented back in 1999 in a 4-talk series,
“A Biblical Theology of the Covenant Priesthood.” These are still some of the most interesting,
informative, and memorable talks I have heard on the Catholic Priesthood. It was a very manly
picture of priest based on the priesthood of the first-born son passed on from Adam. He spoke
about it as a call not to give up family and offspring, but to to be what he further developed from
the Book of Judges, ch 17:10 & 18:19, “to be a father and a priest,” two words which are
interchangeable and both part of the vocation mission of priesthood, as the sacrificial offering of
a father is in normal family life.The Foreword is a shorthand account and great introduction to
what Dr. Hahn spoke about for hours. The book is a challenge to live this out, and put flesh on it.
I’m a believer because I encountered this in these two shining examples, as well as others who
were not quite as influential in my life.In this day and age when the Priesthood is publicly on trial,
and many people concur deservedly so, it’s refreshing to pick up a book like this and read, as I
studied with Scott Hahn, what the Priesthood is supposed to be about, and what we can do to
make it a reality for the Church and its people. And as Dr. Hahn convinced me, this is Biblical
and a Tradition that he showed dates back to Adam.Pick this up and I think you'll agree with me:
Father Griffin has hit this one out of the park!”

Peter D. Crowe, “Refreshing and orthodox. What a truly wonderfully written book on the topic of
priestly celibacy. I found Fr Griffin's explanation of fatherhood in its biological, natural, and



spiritual aspects to be very helpful. Thanks be to God for this book in a day and age in which
many are questioning the need for celibacy in the Catholic priesthood. He clearly explains how
there are deeper reasons for celibacy beyond a functional freedom. Celibacy truly is a gift from
God, and I am grateful I was able to read this book and be edified in my own vocation as a
Catholic priest. This book should be required reading in seminaries and rectories (future priests
and current priests).”

Joseph Galia, “The product arrived at the designated destination. The product arrived. Thank
you. Hope to purchase again in the near future.”

Alex, “Excellent. Clear and Fresh. I didn't pay enough attention to the subtitle of this book: Fr.
Griffin's argument in favor of "Reclaiming the Fatherhood of the Priest" was an unexpected and
refreshing twist on what often tends to be the same stale arguments surrounding celibacy. As a
married lay person with two kids, I found his initial analysis of fatherhood to be enriching and
challenging personally, but then his application of that supernatural fatherhood and the
expectation of spiritual fruitfulness that he applies to priests was new and beautiful. Far from
defending the priesthood "as is'" he lucidly examines the potential pitfalls and blessings of the
priesthood and analyzes them through the lens of fatherhood. The result is an exciting vision of
the future of the priesthood, a challenge to grow in holiness through service and humility, and
the startling realization that if we call priests "father" we should expect them to care for us as
fathers. An argument so obvious, I can't believe I haven't heard it before.You need to read this
book. I'm a huge fan, and I'll be telling all my friends about it. Planning to get one for every priest I
know.”

Dawn, “an EXCELLENT read. I bought 5 copies to give away to my priest boss and some priest
friends. But, more importantly, I read it myself, not only to understand their vocation even more
but to offer thought-provoking comment to those who have casually offered the idea that the
Church would have more priests if only men could marry.With so many ideas offered in the book
of what real fatherhood is/should be, this book is timely also for men who are married with kids,
especially for them to demonstrate this fatherhood in their homes, with an openness and
generosity for vocations to support the possibility of their own sons being called to the
Priesthood.”

The book by Fr. Carter Griffin has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 45 people have provided feedback.
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