The Eastern Tradition of Married Priests


a reply by Anthony Dragani (a Byzantine Catholic)





The reasons for this are both historical and practical. 


	In the West there was always a push for a celibate clergy. Beginning in the fourth century you will find local synods legislating clerical celibacy, and requiring married priests to abstain from relations with their wives. The canons of the synods of Elvira and Carthage, for instance, legislate perpetual abstinence for married deacons, priests, and bishops. Also, Pope Siricius did much to promote celibacy in the Latin Church. 


	In the East the tradition of a married priesthood was always highly valued, although there were some factions advocating celibacy. The issue briefly came up at the Council of Nicea, but it was decided there not to legislate mandatory celibacy for the entire Church, East and West. The first synod in the East to really tackle this question was the Council in Trullo, which met at the end of the seventh century. It was decided there that bishops would be celibate, but that married men would continue to be ordained as deacons and priests. This has been the rule in the Eastern Churches ever since. 


	From a practical standpoint, the Eastern Churches found it advantageous to preserve a married priesthood. Our parish life is typically situated to accomodate a priest with a family, and this has worked very well for us for the past two thousand years. Our people are very used to this arrangement, and greatly prefer it this way. In the early twentieth century there were efforts to impose celibacy upon our clergy in the United States, and this led to widespread discord and eventually to two tragic schisms. Although mandatory celibacy works very well for the Latin Church, it doesn't work for us because it is foreign to our tradition. Vatican II authoritatively recognized this fact when it declared that: 


	"The Churches of the East, as much as those of the West, have a full right and are in duty bound to rule themselves, each in accordance with its own established disciplines, since all these are praiseworthy by reason of their venerable antiquity, more harmonious with the character of their faithful and more suited to the promotion of the good of souls," (Orientalium Ecclesiarum, no. 5). 


	The Eastern Churches have always seen celibacy as being a special, high calling for those who have this gift. While we ordain married men to the priesthood, we also recognize that those who have the gift of celibacy should be encouraged to foster this gift. 


	But for us Eastern Christians the person that is most perfectly configured to the person of Christ is not the priest, but the monk. It is the monastic life that is the highest possible vocation in our theology, and an important component of the monastic calling is the gift of celibacy. Thus, in its essence I must agree with Father Echert's statement. For Eastern Christians I would phrase it differently, however: "celibacy more perfectly conforms the monk to the celibacy of Christ." 


A big part of the underlying psychology between the Eastern and Western Churches is that Roman Catholics see their priests in the same light that we Eastern Christians see our monks. 


As for books on the subject... there have been several books published in recent decades that are highly polemical in nature, on either side of the issue. I can't recommend any of them off hand. 





God Bless, Anthony 
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