
Why can’t Priests be married in the Catholic Church? 
 

 

In the Eastern rites of the Church it is common for married men to be ordained to the 

priesthood. Further, in the Latin rite there are a few married men, converted ministers from 

other faiths, who are ordained to the Catholic priesthood. This, however, is not common. 

Finally, in neither the Latin rite nor the Eastern rites do priests (or deacons) marry after 

they have been ordained, except in extraordinary circumstances. 

 

Theologically, it may be pointed out that priests serve in the place of Christ and therefore, 

their ministry specially configures them to Christ. As is clear from Scripture, Christ was 

not married (except in a mystical sense, to the Church). By remaining celibate and 

devoting themselves to the service of the Church, priests more closely model, configure 

themselves to, and consecrate themselves to Christ. 

 

As Christ himself makes clear, none of us will be married in heaven (Mt 22:23–30). By 

remaining unmarried in this life, priests are more closely configured to the final, 

eschatological state that will be all of ours. 

 

St. Paul makes it very clear that remaining single allows one’s attention to be undivided in 

serving the Lord (1 Cor 7:32–35).  He recommends celibacy to all (1 Cor 7:7) but 

especially to ministers, who as soldiers of Christ he urges to abstain from “civilian affairs” 

(2 Tm 2:3–4). 

 

The Latin Church does not see celibacy as an imposition. Rather, it sees celibacy as a sign 

that the priest’s consecration to the Lord is with an undivided heart, where “they give 

themselves entirely to God and to men.” “Celibacy is a sign of this new life to the service 

of which the Church’s minister is consecrated; accepted with a joyous heart celibacy 

radiantly proclaims the Reign of God” (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1579). 

 

Joyful celibacy is not only a loving response to God’s call; to the world it can also be an 

unwelcome reminder of God’s existence. Some have said contemptuously of celibacy, 

“That’s not natural.” 

 

Yes.  It’s supernatural. Christian celibacy cannot be lived in a holy way without Jesus. It is 

a witness to the reality of God, the ephemeral nature of our earthly existence, the 

consequent importance of being born from above (John 1:13, 3:3-5) and thus—not always 

appreciated in our increasingly skeptical and atheistic age—that we must all one day 

render a personal account to the Lord (Heb. 9:27). Celibacy also reminds the faithful that 

Christ-centered marriage on earth is a precursor to the mystical marriage between Jesus 

and his bride, the Church, lived by all Christ’s disciples in heaven (Eph. 5:25-32; Rev. 

19:9; see Ezek. 16:8-14; Matt. 22:29-30). 


