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At some point or another in the course of human life, we all experience the desire for a close

and intimate relationship with a significant other. For many, this desire may be satisfied with a

close, long-lasting relationship with one person, and for others, this may be satisfied through

(many or few) close relationships, but on a less intimate level than that of the former.1 In this

paper,  I am setting out  to  discover  in what manner a person  called to the  celibate life may

encounter and live this search, this desire, for intimacy with other people. To accomplish this, I

first intend to search for the meaning of intimacy, so that it will be placed in its proper context

for the rest of the paper. After establishing that, I will venture into how intimacy is lived out in

the vocations of marriage and celibacy, looking first at the sacrament of marriage and then search

for a deeper understanding of how the celibate priest in particular may integrate the desires for

intimacy into the rest of his life, that is, how to use the desire for intimacy in order to become a

more well-balanced and well-rounded human in the vocation to which he has been called. 

The word “intimacy” has its roots in the Latin word intimus2 which has many connotations,

but  can  be  most  fully  understood  as  a  certain  closeness  which  has  the  quality  of  being

reciprocally (or mutually) open, both to revealing of oneself and of authentically receiving that

which  is  revealed  by  another  in  a  familiar  fashion.  This  is  not  necessarily  limited  to  the

relationship between two persons, as this is a foundational quality of the human person in which

an individual is sincerely open to accepting (and being a part of) all of reality as one is,3 whether

it is found in nature, the cosmos, persons, angels, or God. But, the climax of this quality of

1 It seems to me that we are quite unable to give of ourselves to two individuals in the same manner, for example,
in a life-long relationship with a spouse which reaches a level of intimacy which neither of the two could replicate
with another person.

2 cf. Acklin, Fr. Thomas, O.S.B. The Unchanging Heart of the Priesthood: A Faith Perspective on the Mystery
and the Reality of Priesthood in the Church (Steubenville, OH: Emmaus Road Publishing, 2005), 113-114.

3 That is, as one uniquely created and loved by God, to be authentically oneself in the midst of His creation as the
individual who He created each of us to be (whether a bird or a dog or the sun, who can do nothing other than be
themselves, or humans who can be themselves or act inauthentically).



Liner . 2

relationships  is  found  firstly  in  the  rational  creature's  (angels  included)  authentic,  familiar

openness with God and secondly with one another.4 That  is,  while there can be an intimacy

between a person and nature, the heights of intimacy are scaled only when two individuals freely

choose to be in a close and sincere relationship.5

Also helpful for a clearer understanding of intimacy is what John Paul II, in his colossal

work The Theology of the Body, called “the spousal meaning of the body,” which is the thread

which runs  throughout  the  whole of the  work,  uniting all  of  the  various  parts  on which he

reflects.  As  John  Paul  II states,  “the  consciousness  of  the 'spousal'  meaning of  the  body ...

constitutes the fundamental component of human existence in the world.”6 

John Paul II builds up to what the “spousal meaning of the body” is by first introducing the

intimacy of vision between our first parents before the fall. In first realizing the complementary

completeness of “man” as masculine and feminine, man casts a sincere, familiar, and reverent

gaze at that “other” whom he recognizes7 brings him to completion,8 which he had not found in

any of the rest  of creation. In this  “preliminary” intimacy, “they 'communicate' based on the

communion of persons in which they become a mutual gift for each other, through femininity and

masculinity.”9 This is precisely where the spousal meaning of the body flows out of intimacy.10 In

4 It is appropriate to note here the two great commandments, “And he said to him, 'You shall love the Lord your
God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the great and first commandment.
And a second is like it, You shall love your neighbor as yourself'” (Matthew 22:37-39), which are, indeed,
fulfilled by the new commandment, “that you love one another; even as I have loved you, that you also love one
another” (John 13:34).

5 This is not to say that the presence of intimacy is not possible between two individuals without the reciprocity
(i.e., of both). For example, God, regardless of our own inability to remain perfectly intimate with Him (this side
of heaven) remains madly in love with and intimately available to each of us, at all times, even when it is not
reciprocated by us. The same holds true for a person who is sincere and open with another who in return is either
not open or not as open as the other. cf. Acklin, 116-117.

6 John Paul II, Man and Woman He Created Them: A Theology of the Body, trans. Michael Waldstein (Boston:
Pauline Books & Media, 2006), 189. 15:5.

7 “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.” Genesis 2:23.
8 That is, “man,” or, more properly “humanity,” encompasses both male and female (masculine and feminine)

dimensions (and finds its fulfillment in their union).
9 John Paul II, 178. 13:1.
10 In this context, this is so in the order of sequence. At the same time, intimacy and the spousal meaning of the
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recognizing the other as the completion of “man,” the two now have a common ground from

which to imitate their Creator in His act of creation – in the pouring out of Himself in love to

“gift” into existence those things which were not; they, recognizing the complementarity which

completes them, are now able to mutually pour their selves out to the other in a gift of love. “The

body, which expresses femininity 'for' masculinity and, vice versa, masculinity 'for' femininity,

manifests  the  reciprocity and the  communion  of  persons.  It  expresses  it  through  gift as  the

fundamental characteristic of personal existence [emphasis mine].”11 

This realization provides the basis for an understanding of both the married and the celibate

states of life. As John Paul II notes, before the creation of Eve, “When God-Yahweh says, 'It is

not good that the man should be alone' (Gen 2:18), he affirms that, 'alone,' the man does not

completely realize this essence. He realizes it only by existing 'with someone'–and, put even more

deeply  and  completely,  by  existing  'for  someone.'”12 It  is  only  when  “man”  comes  to  the

realization13 that his inner nature is to be gift14 (and then living this discovery) that he is able to

truly imitate the Creator and be fully who he is. Before this revelation, no other part of creation

“[offered] man the basic conditions that  [made]it  possible to exist in a relation of reciprocal

gift.”15

In the vocation of marriage, intimacy and the reciprocal gift of selves (“spousal meaning of

body are concurrent (or synonymous) qualities in the human person. That is, they are both necessary for either of
them to be present (i.e., you cannot have one without the other). Without intimacy, we do not have the openness
necessary in order to receive the other, nor to expose or to give ourselves. Likewise, without the consciousness of
the spousal meaning of the body (i.e., that I exist in order to be in relation with and for others), we will not open
ourselves to this possibility of intimacy. On this ground, its seems that the two qualities are a mutual support for
one another and that their ability to grow and deepen is dependent on how the other is growing and deepening
(i.e., the more we give of ourselves and are open to receiving the other, the more intimate we grow with the other,
and vice versa).

11 John Paul II, 183. 14:4.
12 John Paul II, 182. 14:2.
13 Through the revelation of the masculine and feminine counterparts to humanity.
14 That is, a pouring out of one's self in love.
15 John Paul II, 181. 14:1.
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the body”) take on a very unique and God-given role in the life of the person. The marriage of

two people unites them for their earthly journey until death when the bond of marriage is broken

and shall not be partaken of again (for the deceased one, anyway), until they are united (i.e.,

“married”) to God in heaven.16 This life-long union of the two spouses provides an opportunity

for profound intimacy to develop between them, “so intimate and complete that the two spouses

become 'one.'”17

Throughout the many years together, the one thing that is constant between a married couple

is their  presence with one another, throughout many and various stages in and events of life,

which provides the never-ending opportunity of giving their selves and growing in their intimacy

with one another. Through their  marital  commitment,  they have “signed up” to be the loyal

companion of their spouse every day of their life, until death.18 They will now have a partner with

whom they may share all of life's experiences and be able to rely on the other “in good times and

bad.” Imagine the intimacy that is possible in this state of life. These two people will often go to

sleep in one another's arms (or, at least beside one another if it has not been such a good day),

share their deepest desires, fears, pains, and joys with one another. They will fight and argue (and

hopefully grow closer through it) and be together in the most difficult and joyous times in their

life together. 

These few examples are just general points which a married couple will experience in their

life together. But, at the height of the marital covenant is the act which God established in order

16 Luke 20:34-35: “And Jesus said to them, 'The sons of this age marry and are given in marriage; but those who are
accounted worthy to attain to that age and to the resurrection from the dead neither marry nor are given in
marriage.'”

17 West, Christopher. Good News About Sex and Marriage: Answers to Your Honest Questions about Catholic
Teaching (Ann Arbor, MI: Charis Books, 2000), 46. cf. also Genesis 2:24 & Matthew 19:4-6.

18 In case the italics were not sufficient, I would like to re-emphasize that it is in enormous undertaking to commit
to being another's close and sincere companion for the rest of one's life.
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for us to “be fruitful and multiply”19 which also signifies (in and through our bodies) the words of

Jesus (and Genesis), “the two shall become one flesh.”20 Recalling John Paul II's statement that

our recognition of existing as  a  masculine-feminine humanity provides us with the basis  for

understanding that we have been made in order to give ourselves in imitation of Him, the marital

act is the bodily expression (or manifestation) of this reality. At the same time, the sexual union

serves as a bodily expression of the total gift of the spouse's lives to one another. The sexual act

signifies both our gift of self as we were created to be by God and the gift of self lived out in the

day-to-day life of the spouses; it also stands out as bodily expression of their intimacy, while

simultaneously making them more intimate. It is the act which puts into bodily expression those

realities  which they live  in  the rest  of  the times  in their  lives,  the culmination  of  which is

cooperating with God in the act of creating of a new human being (whose life springs from the

intimate union of his parents, who expressed their mutual gift of self through sexual union in

imitation of God's primordial gift of Himself).

Now that we have looked at intimacy and the gift of self in the vocation of marriage, it is

time to discover how these same foundational qualities of humanity are lived in the vocation of

celibate priesthood. 

In light of the unique intimacy which spouses participate in during this earthly journey, one

is inclined to ask, “Why would someone want to give it up?” There may be many answers to this

question (especially from those who are married), but the point to be made is that marriage is

indeed good,21 fashioned by God in all  of its  aspects,  so why would someone decide  not to

participate in this goodness? The answer, which (for the Christian) finds its source in the words

19 Genesis 1:28. Note: I am not quoting this passage to say that this is the only purpose of marriage, as there are
other purposes of the marital act, some of which will be discussed shortly.

20 Genesis 2:24 & Matthew 19:5.
21 Genesis 1:31: “And God saw everything he had made, and behold, it was very good.”
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of Jesus, when his disciples commented on his response to the Pharisees' question about divorce:

'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 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.'22

Here, Jesus is telling us (at least) three things about the vocation to the celibate priesthood, which

He Himself embraced. (1) It is a  gift which is  given to an individual (2)  for the sake of the

kingdom of heaven, which (3) should be received by the person to whom it has been given. Since

Jesus gives the call to celibacy the connotation of “gift” which can be received by those to whom

it has been given for the sake of the kingdom of heaven, it should not be viewed as something

which the celibate is “giving up” so much as it is a gift which he is embracing, for “a charism is a

God-given gift that is offered to someone for the building up of the church or for proclaiming the

Gospel  in  some way. Rather  than a  privation,  any real charism is  a  privilege.”23 This  is  an

important  (and  foundational)  factor  for  the  average modern-man to  take  into  account  about

celibacy: it  should  not  so  much  be  viewed  as  a  sacrifice  of  marital  intimacy,  rather  as  an

embracing of the gift of God (for reasons which shall be further developed below).

Building on the foundation of this understanding of the gift of celibacy (and in contrast to

the vocation of marriage), we can also see that it has been given to the Church as “a living sign of

that world to come, already present through faith and charity, a world in which the children of the

resurrection shall neither marry nor be given in marriage [cf. Luke 20:35-36].”24 Consequently,

the celibate lives in this world as a sign (and reminder) to the rest of the world (even to married

couples)25 that there is something more than this world in which we live, to which we should all

22 Matthew 19:10-12, emphasis mine.
23 Fr. Charles Gallagher and Thomas Vandenberg, The Celibacy Myth: Loving for Life (New York: Crossroad,

1987), 13-14.
24 Vatican Council II: Constitutions, Decrees, Declarations, trans. Austin Flannery, O.P. (Northport, NY: Costello

Publishing, 1996), 351. Presbyterorum Ordinis 16.
25 The witness of the married couple simultaneously supports the vocation of the celibate, by enfleshing St. Paul's
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have our eyes turned.

In order for the people of God (and, indeed, the whole world) to see what is signified in the

vocation of the celibate, it is necessary for the celibate embrace the gift of celibacy as it was

intended by God. Without this embrace, the people will only see a “shadow” of what the sign is

referring to, and not the reality it is meant to signify.26 And where does the celibate draw this

ability to live a life which fully embraces the gift of celibacy? He does so from none other than

the Giver of the gift, Who enabled him to receive (and gave him) this gift in the first place.

Whereas the married couple are able to depend on their needs for intimacy in one another

and in their (hopefully) ever-deepening relationship together, the celibate priest does not have

this option,27 for he is meant to be “anxious about the affairs of the Lord [and] how to please the

Lord.”28 The celibate priest must first look to the Giver of the gift for intimacy. The married man

“is anxious about worldly affairs, how to please his wife, and his interests are divided,”29 but the

celibate, with a free and undivided heart, is able to focus his attention solely on the Lord.

It  is  in  this  fundamental  gift  of  celibacy, wherein  a  celibate  is  able  to  devote  his  life

primarily to his relationship with God, that we can begin to speak of intimacy in the celibate life.

In contrast with the married life wherein the spouses give of themselves most intimately to one

many admonitions to married couples, such as “Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave
himself up for her, that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, that he
might present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy
and without blemish. Even so husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves
himself. For no man ever hates his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, as Christ does the church, because
we are members of his body. 'For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife,
and the two shall become one flesh.' This mystery is a profound one, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and
the church” (Ephesians 5:25-32).

26 That is, the vocation to the celibate life needs to be lived as a gift, and not as a life which “has to sacrifice”
intimacy in marriage. “Because a priest is neither married nor violating the demands of chastity, it does not mean,
by these measures alone, that he is living the vow of celibacy at all. Celibacy cannot be understood in terms of
what it is not, but only in terms of what it is.” Gallagher, 21.

27 That is, with another human on this level of intimacy.
28 1 Corinthians 7:32.
29 1 Corinthians 7:33-34.
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another, the celibate priest turns to first to God.30 In a very real sense then, it can be said that the

celibate priest is married to God. For who does he turn to when he has those very profound

experiences which we all encounter in life? When he encounters anguish, loneliness, sadness,

joy, happiness, etc., is it not to the One to Whom he has devoted his life? Likewise, when he

went  through the process of discerning his vocational call  and submitted himself to celibacy

through the promise made at his ordination, is he not witnessing to the “spousal meaning of the

body” (which, being a fundamental quality of all humans, also applies to him)? He is offering his

very self – his entire life – to God and relies on Him and His constant reciprocal gift of Himself.

The priest and God, then, form a “new,” eschatological31 union which is grounded in the very

nature of man and God, which, considering God's inability to not be Himself (i.e., to not be total

self-gift) opens up the door for profound intimacy – as long as the priest reciprocates.32 

The example of living out of this type of intimacy is provided for the celibate priest in the

person of Jesus Christ, because He, being the Incarnate Son of God, enfleshed in His earthly life

what it means to be a celibate priest in the world. All of His actions and all of His words can be

meditated upon and contemplated in order that the celibate may imitate them and understand how

the celibate relates, not only to God, but also to the Church (and the rest of the world), for this

gift is also “for the sake of the kingdom of heaven.”33 In light of this, it is important to recall the

“new commandment” given by Jesus to His disciples before His passion: “that you love one

30 This is not to say that marriage is not primarily focused on God, but it is so in a different way than that of the
celibate. The married couple find and lead one another to God through their relationship and are only able to
authentically give of themselves when they do so in light of God.

31 “And Jesus said to them, 'The sons of this age marry and are given in marriage; but those who are accounted
worthy to attain to that age and to the resurrection from the dead neither marry nor are given in marriage.'” Luke
20:34-35.

32 Think of what a saint (on this side of heaven) is in this light. A saint is a person who, through God's grace,
habitually reciprocates the gift of self in their relationship with God. Considering the priest's “undivided”
relationship with God, this also opens the door for profound sanctity for him.

33 Matthew 19:12.
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another; even as I have loved you, that you also love one another.”34 As Fr. Andrew Apostoli says

in his book, When God Asks for an Undivided Heart, what this means in our case is 

that the celibate person must  not allow the affections of his or her heart to focus on one person in an
exclusive and possessive manner. Rather, there must be a certain loving openness to all, embracing all for
the sake of Christ. Jesus must be at the center of the celibate person's heart because his or her consecration
focuses on Christ. From this love for Christ, the celibate's love flows out freely and generously to others ...
the danger for a celibate person is not in loving too much, but in loving too little, that is, letting his or her
love focus on just one person rather than being free and open to focus on all as far as possible.35

It is from this union with Christ that the celibate is able to devote himself (in a quite literal

way) as a “spouse” of the Church. And “Church” does not mean to some abstract institution, but

the individuals who are “the Church.” As a spouse in a marital bond is expected to live his or her

“spousal meaning of the body,” being open to giving of themselves and receiving the gift of the

other, so the priest is expected to do with those whom he has “married” through the gift of

ordination. But, this is not done in a “marital way” as in the case of spouses, rather the priest, in

his intimacy with God through Christ, offers himself to each one of them with the same sincerity,

the same openness so as to love them as Christ Himself loves them. As one student of Fr. Acklin,

O.S.B. (whose work I have already cited) put it, “'the grace of celibacy allows a priest to give

himself as if each person he encounters is the only person in the world.'”36 Another way of saying

this is  that the priest,  through his gift  of  himself in the celibate vocation, loves each person

intimately, in a manner in which God Himself loves us and, indeed, with the very love with

which God loves us.

Similar to the sexual act in the marital covenant, the height of intimacy in the relationship

between priest and other is in the celebration of the Liturgy of the Church, in which the priest,

standing  in  persona  Christi,  fulfills  his  role  as  a  unique  mediator  between  God  and  man.

34 John 13:34.
35 Fr. Andrew Apostoli, C.F.R., When God Asks for an Undivided Heart: Choosing Love in Celibacy and Freedom

(Boston: Pauline Books & Media, 1995), 64.
36 Acklin, 119.
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Recalling what I have written above about the importance of the sexual act and the cooperation

of the spouses with God in  creating new life,  there is  a striking parallel  between it  and the

spiritual  action  which  happens  by  God  through  the  sacramental  ministry  of  the  priest.  To

emphasize this parallel, I will quote what I have written above and insert bracketed comments

where it is necessary:

It is the [sacramental] act which puts into bodily expression [the actions of the celebration of the Liturgy]
those realities which they live in the rest of the times in their lives [faith in God and what follows from it],
the culmination of which is cooperating with God in the act creation of a new human being [which is what
grace, when received, makes us; God renews us through His Spirit, making us a new creation] (whose life
springs from the intimate union of his parents [God through the priest and the recipient], who expressed the
mutual gift of self through sexual union [participation in the sacrament] in imitation of God's primordial gift
of  Himself [the same, in addition to emphasizing – in relation to the sacraments – the self-giving and
redemptive acts of Christ, which provide the power for the sacraments]).37

Although the priest is unable to participate with God in the act of the creation of a new person

through sexual union (because of his commitment to the celibate life), he is, especially through

ministering God's grace through the sacraments,38 able to engender “'spiritual children' for the

kingdom,”39 that is, children in the order of grace.

Although the celibate priest is unable to have the sort of spousal intimacy which may be

found in a marital relationship, he is able to express intimacy in a way which is not, as our

contemporary culture would like us to believe, a “privation.” Rather, if one is authentically called

to this life and lives it in accordance with the call, celibate intimacy is a great gift: both to the

Church and to the person who has been given this vocation. In and through this gift of celibacy,

the priest is able to offer himself completely to God and to others and be made into the image of

that perfect Man, who lived His life as complete self-gift and has commanded us to do the same.

37 “Liturgy is the celebration of the ultimate meaning of the whole life of the church. It brings that ultimate meaning
to a focal expression. It is to the life of the church what sexual intercourse is to marriage. It is not an act that
stands over and above and apart from life; rather, it springs from life, concentrates life, manifests what life
means, and moves life forward.” cf. Gallagher, 19. Note: This is quoted in Gallagher's book as being from Father
Peter Chirico, S.S., but he does not cite what source, if any, it was from.

38 Regardless of how well the parallel holds up, this is still true.
39 Apostoli, 195.
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