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UNDERSTANDINCG CATHOLICISM 18: CELIBACY AND PURGATORY 

 

Introduction: Today we will discuss two topics.  The first Is the practice of celibacy and the 

second is purgatory.  

Let’s begin with CELIBACY, the voluntary vow to remain unmarried and to practice sexual 

abstinence. 

Introduction: The Church teaches that “all the ordained ministers of the Latin Church, with the 

exception of permanent deacons, are normally chosen from among men of faith who live a 

celebrate life and who intend to remain celebrate ‘for the sake of the kingdom of heaven’” 

citing Jesus in Matthew’s Gospel 19:12.1 

 

I. Pope St. John Paul II taught that our understanding of sacramental marriage is enhanced 
and, in some way, depends on our understanding of the gift of Christian celibacy.   
A. The truth of this statement resides in the fact that celibacy is a more immediate 

participation in the profound reality that sacramental marriage signifies, namely, the 
eternal wedding of Christ and the Church.   

B. Those who faithfully live their celibate vocations proclaim to the world, “Christ has 
come, the kingdom of heaven is here, and we are living it!”   

C. According to John Paul II, the “call to an exclusive donation of self to God in virginity and 
in celibacy thrusts its roots deep into the Gospel soil of the theology of the body.”2   

 
II. For this Pope, the words of Jesus regarding voluntary celibacy cited in Matthew 19:11-12 

are decisive: 
“But he said to them, ‘Not all men can receive this precept, 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.”  

 
III. John Paul II points out that Jesus does not command celibacy, but offers it as an exception 

to the general vocation, which is to marry.   
A. The Pope stressed two points.   
B. Celibacy is both a particular grace and a personal choice.   

1. Therefore, the decision must always be freely made, but its call and the ability to 
remain faithful to it are supernatural because it depends on God’s grace.   

2. Furthermore, the choice must always be made for the kingdom of God.  Any other 
motive is unworthy. 

 

                                                           
1 CCC, # 1579. 
2 John Paul II, Theology of the Body, March 10, 1982; henceforth abbreviated as TB. 
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IV. It is important to recognize that the celibate vocation does not reject the human longing to 
live in a close union of surrender.  It merely renounces the sexual expressions of that 
oneness.   
A. Continence freely chosen for the kingdom anticipates the eternal marital embrace in the 

eternal life to come.   
B. Celibacy is also “a charismatic sign,” which in the words of John Paul II, “indicates the 

eschatological [final] ‘virginity’ of the risen man,” who experiences the “eternal nuptial 
meaning of his glorified body in union with God himself through the ‘face to face’ vision 
of him.”3 

 
V. Celibacy, then, becomes a double sign to married men and women.   

A. First, it looks to the perfect integration of body and soul in union with the divine Word 
made flesh when all the saints will live in “virginal” communion as one body, Christ’s 
mystical body.  In this sense the gift of celibacy proclaims the profound truth of 
marriage because Christian marriage itself can only be properly fulfilled in union with 
Christ.   

B. Secondly, faithful celibate men and women are a sign to married men and women that 
they, too, can be faithful to their spouses all the days of their lives.  In a world that has 
lost the sense of marital fidelity, this powerful witness is desperately needed. 

 
VI. In the celibate imitation of Christ, one discovers a new kind of fruitfulness, the fruitfulness 

of the Spirit.   
A. This marvelous fruitfulness was first witnessed in the virginal relationship of Mary and 

Joseph: “That which is conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit” (Mt 1:20).   
B. Celibate fruitfulness is obvious in the case of the Blessed Virgin Mary, but its significance 

may be missed in the case of St. Joseph.  
1. It is true that Joseph was not the biological father of Jesus.  However, in every other 

sense he was Jesus’ real human father.  To be sure, Jesus called Joseph, “father.”  
2. John Paul II insists: “In this family, Joseph is the father: his fatherhood is not one that 

derives from begetting offspring; but neither is it an ‘apparent’ or merely ‘substitute’ 
fatherhood.  Rather, it is one that fully shares in authentic human fatherhood.”4  We 
see this beautiful reality expressed in adoption. 

 
VII. Because of the tragic distortions in the world in which we live, it seems inconceivable to 

those whose hearts are enslaved by lust that they should, much less can, be chaste before 
marriage.   
A. Choosing to live a life without sex, celibacy for the kingdom, seems like an absurd 

madness to them and an absolute impossibility.   
B. However, true madness and absurdity are found in the slavery of self-indulgence, not 

in chastity or celibacy.   

                                                           
3 TB, March 17, 1982. 
4 Redemptoris Custos, # 17. 
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1. It is important to affirm that no person may ever be legitimately treated as an 
object to satisfy one’s self-indulgence.  

2. Whether married or celibate, Jesus summons everyone to overcome our 
disordered appetites and innate tendency to sin and to love as he loves.   

3. In both the vocations of marriage and celibacy, Jesus calls all men and women to 
embrace the nuptial meaning of their bodies by becoming a self-donating gift 
through their masculinity and femininity.  

4. Jesus has redeemed us so we could have the capacity to make this self-sacrificing 
choice, whether in marriage or as single persons.   

 
VIII. The Church has properly referred to consecrated celibacy as a “higher” calling.   

A. However, it would be an error to conclude that celibacy is for the strong and gifted, 
whereas marriage is for the weak and undeserving. Nor should marriage be denigrated 
as the “lesser” vocation in comparison to celibacy for the kingdom.   

B. The reality is that those called to celibacy are no more capable of fidelity than those 
called to marriage.  All men and women are equally incapable and utterly helpless 
spiritually.   

C. In both vocations, Christ makes the difference.  The superiority of celibacy lies in its 
motive, in Jesus’ words, “for the kingdom of heaven.”5 

 
IX. The Holy Father emphasized that marriage is the “fundamental, universal, and ordinary”6 

vocation to which most men and women are called.  It is the normal calling in this life.   
A. Marriage’s great value is seen as the earthly sacrament of the eternal communion of 

Persons within the Blessed Trinity and the covenantal union of Christ with his Church.   
B. Celibacy for the kingdom is an exception to the ordinary vocation of most men and 

women.   
1. It is not a sacrament because it anticipates the reality of our heavenly existence.   
2. Celibacy is embraced on earth, but it already experiences a heavenly dimension.   
3. It is the vocation Christ chose for himself anticipating the wedding feast of the Lamb 

in paradise (Rev 19:7-9).   
C. Therefore, those who chose celibacy must do so for the particular value of their choice – 

namely, Jesus, not because of any falsely perceived negative value of marriage and 
human sexuality.7 

 
X. Consecrated celibacy is not a sacrament because sacraments are signs that mediate 

heavenly realities on earth.   
A. There are no sacraments in heaven because in heaven we participate directly in the 

divine mysteries that the sacraments point to.   
B. Celibacy, then, anticipates the life beyond the sacraments.   

                                                           
5 TB, April 7, 14, 1982. 
6 TB, March 31, 1982. 
7 TB, March 31, 1982. 
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1. In this way celibacy demonstrates the ultimate purpose of marriage, “the 
consummation of the Marriage of the Lamb, which immeasurably exceeds anything 
possible in this earthly life.”8   

2. Thus, the Pope insists we must “not forget that the only key to understanding the 
sacramentality of marriage is the spousal love of Christ for the Church.”9   

 
XI. Celibacy becomes an impossible vocation to anyone who accepts the modern nonsense 

that we are bound by our instincts like the animals.   
A. It is also an impossible vocation for those who do not have a full and mature 

understanding of the married vocation.   
B. Celibacy is a vocation for those who freely and enthusiastically surrender the gift of 

marriage for the greater gift of the spiritual wedded union with Christ and the Church.   
1. When a celibate lacks a clear understanding of his vocation, he is adrift in an ocean 

of uncertainties and emptiness.  It is extremely difficult to commit one’s life to a 
question mark.   

2. Furthermore, the choice of a life of celibacy is defective if the celibate does not 
understand what he is giving up and why he is making that choice. 

 
XII. It is important to emphasize that marriage is a great good because God himself established 

it.   
A. Therefore, it must always be acknowledged that consecrated celibacy entails a real 

sacrifice.   
B. The consecrated virgin will experience the ache of Adam’s original solitude before God.  

There is no human “helper fit for him” (Gen 2:18).   
C. However, that is not the end of the story.   

1. The celibate person does not renounce his sexuality, but rather redirects it.   
2. In his wedded union with Christ and the Church, he discovers “a new and even fuller 

form of intersubjective communion with others.”10   
3. In the words of John Paul II: “By choosing continence for the kingdom of heaven, 

man has the knowledge of being able in that way to fulfill himself differently and, in 
a certain way, more than through matrimony, becoming ‘a true gift to others.’”11 

4. Many have experienced this reality in their relationship with faithful priests and 
religious.  I think of Sister Mary Williams who profoundly touched my life in the first 
grade, or the powerful influence of my spiritual director, Fr. Foley, C.M.   

 
XIII. The beauty is that celibacy and marriage both “explain and complete each other.”12   

A. The call to holiness is universal.   

                                                           
8 West, Theology of the body Explained, p. 291. 
9 TB, May 5, 1982. 
10 West, Theology of the Body Explained, p. 287. 
11 TB, April 7, 1982. 
12 TB, April 14, 1982. 
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1. It is utterly false to believe that priests and religious are called to holiness while the 
laity is relegated to a state of imperfection.   

2. Perfection, explains John Paul II, “is measured with the rule of charity,”13 not by 
one’s state in life.  Love is the only coin of the realm in heaven, and we are called 
to accumulate it in abundance.  

3. Therefore, the Pope adds, “perfection is possible and accessible to every man, both 
in a ‘religious institute,’ and in the ‘world.’”14 

B. Christopher West observed: “For John Paul II, the focal point of the Church’s life 
resides where lay men and women live out their call to holiness: in the home, the 
family, the streets, the fields, the factory, the office.”15 

 
IXX.  The connectedness of marriage and celibacy is vital.   

A. The fidelity of spouses to the irrevocable gift they make to each other in marriage 
reveals the very nature of the same love that is expressed by the person who embraces 
consecrated celibacy.   
1. In both cases the love is conjugal, because it is rooted in the total gift of oneself to 

another person.16  
2.  Jesus gives the ultimate example of celibate conjugal love as he gives himself to his 

Bride the Church on Calvary and in the Eucharist.  “This is my body which is given for 
you” (Lk 22:19).  These are the most masculine words ever spoken.   

B.  Celibacy, John Paul II tells us, “Has acquired the significance of an act of nuptial love.”  Its 
purpose is to enter into to “the nuptial love of the Redeemer.”17   
1. The fruit of this self-giving is spiritual fatherhood and motherhood of which there are 

numerous examples; we need only to recall the saints.   
2. Christopher West adds: this is the reason the “familial terms husband, bride, father, 

mother, brother, and sister are applicable to marriage and family life and to the 
celibate vocation.”18 

 
XX.  Both the vocation of marriage and the vocation of celibacy for the kingdom, observes 

Christopher West, “flow from the true meaning of human sexuality and the deepest 
meaning of sexual desire.   

A. To the degree that sexual desire is freed from the distortion of concupiscence, it 
becomes the desire to make a sincere gift of one’s body (one’s very self) to another.”19 

B. The same inner longing for oneness leads one person to marriage and another to 
answer the call to celibacy. 

 

                                                           
13 TB, April 14, 1982. 
14 TB, April 14, 1982. 
15 West, Theology of the Body Explained, p. 288. 
16 TB, April 14, 1982. 
17 TB, April 28, 1982. 
18 West, Theology of the Body Explained, p. 289. 
19 West, Theology of the Body Explained, p. 290. 
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XXI.  Therefore, in renouncing the marital union, celibates affirm the deepest meaning of 
conjugal union, and their vocation challenges married couples to embrace it.   

A. In this sense celibacy proclaims the ultimate gift, the interior life of the Blessed Trinity in 
infinite self-giving, and the union of Jesus with his Bride.   

B. The acknowledgment of this profound reality reflects back on the married union of 
husband and wife illuminating its deepest meaning.   
1. Celibacy, then, beckons husbands and wives to achieve a true communion of persons 

= I give myself totally to you; they, reflecting the interior life of the Trinity and the 
marriage of Christ with the Church. 

2. In this sense the gift of celibacy compliments the gift of persons in marriage.  
Through it we discover the ultimate goal of the “one flesh” union, which is 
populating heaven.   

 
XXII.  The celibate vocation is a reminder to married couples to look beyond the conjugal union, 

which can quickly turn in on itself making pleasure the end-all and be-all of marital 
intimacy.   

A. Modern society’s distortions of sexual intimacy almost make it seem that one is 
speaking about gymnastic feats, not an intimate exchange of persons.   

B. Yet the modern emphasis on performance and the idolatrous cult of the body will never 
fill up the void in the human heart that can only be satisfied in an exchange of total self-
giving with God at its center. 
1. In their masculinity and femininity men and women can discover that the human 

person was created for another being, that is, to become a gift to another person.   
2. Ultimately, the other being is God.  
3.  Celibacy demands a great sacrifice in renouncing this temporal good of marriage in 

order to fully embrace by anticipation the ultimate communion for which every man 
was created, namely, wedded union with Christ in paradise.   

 
XXIII.  Both the vocation of marriage and the vocation of celibacy are a gift from God to lead us 

to holiness.   
A. In order to accomplish this goal, marriage can never be an end in itself because it will 

then tie us down to “earthly affairs” (1 Cor 7:34).   
B. Rather, marriage must be lived in light of our definitive vocation – union with God.   

1. This is what St. Paul means when he states, “let those who have wives live as though 
they had none” (1 Cor 7:29).   

2. The consecrated virgin, on the other hand, has the advantage of being “anxious 
about the affairs of the Lord” (1 Cor 7:32).  In either vocation, success depends on 
relying on God’s grace. 
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PURGITARY (CCC 1030-1032) 
I. Definition 

Purgatory, the word means “cleansing” or “purifying,” is the place where those who die in 

God’s grace and friendship go, who are assured of their eternal salvation, but imperfectly 

purified, they undergo purification in order to achieve the holiness necessary to enter 

heaven.20 

 

II. God’s justice requires purgatory.   

A. Sin incurs the dual liability of guilt and the liability of punishment.   

1. God forgives the guilt of sin through his great mercy, but his justice still 

demands temporal punishment for sin.   

2. Therefore, if a person dies whose sins were forgiven but before satisfying 

the full punishment for them, he will suffer the remaining purification in 

the next life before he enters heaven.21 

B. This distinction between the guilt and the punishment of sin is evident in 

Sacred Scripture: 

Psalm 32: “I acknowledge my sin to you, and I did not hide my iniquity; I 
said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to the Lord,’ then you forgave the 
guilt of my sin” (Ps 32:5).22 
Psalm 89: “If they violate my statues and do not keep my 
commandments, then I will punish their transgression with the rod and 
their iniquity with scourges; but I will not remove from him my merciful 
love, or be false to my faithfulness” (Ps 89:31-33).23  
 

C.  The Catechism further explains the reality of Purgatory: 
“To understand this doctrine and practice of the Church, it is necessary to understand 
that sin has a double consequence.  [1] Grave or mortal sin24 deprives us of communion 
with God and therefore makes us incapable of eternal life, the privation of which is 
called the ‘eternal punishment’ of sin.  [2] On the other hand, every sin, even venial, 
entails an unhealthy attachment to creatures [and harms others], which must be 
purified either here on earth, or after death in the state called purgatory.  This 
purification frees the person from what is called the ‘temporal punishment’ of sin.  
These two punishments must not be conceived of as a kind of vengeance inflicted by 
God from without, but a consequence that flows from the very nature of sin.  A 
conversion or repentance that proceeds from a fervent charity, that is, the complete 

                                                           
20 CCC, # 1030. 
21 John Salza, The Biblical Basis for Purgatory, p.16. 
22 See also: Ps 5:10; 18:23; 25:11; 68:21; 109:7. 
23 See also: Ps 59:5; 69:27. 
24 For the Biblical distinction between grave or mortal sin and sins that are not deadly (venial sins), see 1 Jn 4:16-17. 
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love of God, can attain the complete purification of the sinner in such a way that no 
punishment would remain.”25  But is our love for God total and complete? 

D. The Tradition of the Catholic Church that affirms the existence of Purgatory is 

rooted in passages from the Bible that speak of a cleansing fire: 

1.  When discussing the Day of Judgment, St. Paul taught that each person’s 

works will be tested with fire.  “If any man’s work is burned up, he will 

suffer loss, though he himself will be saved, but only as through fire” (1 

Cor 3:15). 

2.  St. Peter also taught about this purifying fire: “So that the genuineness of 

your faith, more precious than gold which though perishable is tested by 

fire, may redound to praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus 

Christ” (1 Pet 1:7). 

3.  St. Gregory the Great also explains the meaning of Jesus’ statement in 

Matthew 12:32: “As for certain lesser faults, we must believe that, 

before the Final Judgment, there is a purifying fire.  He who is truth says 

that whoever utters blasphemy against the Holy Spirit will be pardoned 

neither in this age nor in the age to come.  From this sentence we 

understand that certain offenses can be forgiven in this age, but certain 

others in the age to come.”26 

E. “This teaching is also based on the practice of prayer for the dead, already 

mentioned in Sacred Scripture: 

‘Therefore [Judas Maccabeus] made atonement for the dead, that they 

might be delivered from their sins.’”27  He sent twelve thousand drachmas 

to Jerusalem so sacrifices could be offered for the sins of the dead. 

 

III. Jesus speaks about punishments in the next life that are not eternal: 

“Make friends quickly with your accuser, while you are going with him to court, lest your 
accuser hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the guard, and you be put in prison; 
truly, I say to you, you will never get out till you have paid the last penny” (Mt 5:25-26). 
 
“And why do you not judge yourselves what is right?  As you go with your accuser before 
the magistrate, make an effort to settle with him on the way, lest he drag you to the judge, 
and the judge hand you over to the officer, and the officer put you in prison.  I tell you; you 
will never get out till you have paid the very last copper” (Lk 12:57-59).   
 

                                                           
25 CCC, # 1472. 
26 Hahn, Catholic Bible Dictionary, “Purgatory,” p. 746. 
27 CCC, # 1032, citing 2 Macc 12:46. 
 

 

http://www.scborromeo.org/ccc/para/1472.htm
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“And in anger his lord delivered him to the jailers, till he should pay all his debt.  So also, my 
heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your 
heart” (Mt 18:34-35). 

 

IV. Purgatory is not a last chance for those who die in mortal sin.   

It is where the fire of God’s love purifies souls so they can enter paradise.   

A. Therefore, it has always been the practice of the Church to pray for those 

who have died. 

B. In the catacombs these words were found: “In your prayers remember the 

words of the dying Christians.” 
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