
 

             

 

 

 

 

 

HOMILY by Father Robbie Low 
 
24th Sunday in Ordinary Time – Year C 
 
It is good for a man to stay as he is 
Readings:  Exodus 32: 7-11, 13-14, Ps 50, 1 Timothy 1: 12-17, Luke 15: 1-32 
 
 
 
Celibacy has been in the news a lot these last few days.  

 

When the Anglican bishop of Grantham pre-empted a Sunday newspaper by 

declaring himself to be in a same-sex relationship with the full knowledge and 

support of the Archbishop of Canterbury, only those utterly unfamiliar with the 

Church of England would have been surprised. Then the bishop used a curious, 

but regularly trotted out formula, to explain his conformity with the agreed 

Anglican guidelines in these matters. He was, he said, ‘celibate’. This is 

undoubtedly true because it means, technically, ‘unmarried’. It says nothing 

about the whether or not a sexual relationship obtains. It comes from a happier 

time when it was assumed that the default Christian position was that sexual 

expression and fulfilment were properly reserved to the married state. One can 

no longer assume that in Western liberal society but, more tellingly, one simply 

cannot rely on that understanding in the various churches infected by 

libertarian culture. 

 

A same sex relationship that doesn’t involve sex is called ‘friendship’ and does 

not need any cunning formula or careful use of words to dignify it. 



While the Bishop of Grantham was adjusting to his unwanted celebrity I was a 

little farewell party in town. I found myself at a table of six containing three 

lapsed Catholics, each one taking it in turns to enthuse about me being a 

married priest and condemning the discipline of celibacy. 

 

The combination of these two events, St. Paul’s reading midweek on this 

subject, the heroic lonely task of the shepherd in today’s Gospel and the 

humble confession of  Pope Benedict XVI on his struggle to take the vow 

because he was in love, decided me to address the issue this morning. 

 

First let me say that I shall always be grateful to the Church and to successive 

great Popes, St. John Paul II & Benedict XVI, for their immense generosity to us 

convert clergy. As part of our submission we accept that celibacy remains the 

discipline of the Latin Church and that our dispensation is particular and 

unusual. 

 

The first thing to say is that it is a discipline and not a doctrine. That is to say 

that the Church could change it. It is not immutable. The Catholic Church is 

made up of more than the Latin Church. There are 24 sui iuris churches many of 

which do not operate the celibacy rule. But the Latin Church accounts for 80% 

of the world wide membership. 

 

The arguments against celibacy are now well rehearsed: 

 

1) Priests would understand family life better. 

But, hold on, didn’t they grow up in families. 

And actually, as our demography shifts dramatically, living alone is an 

increasingly common experience so a celibate priest would have empathy 

 



2) It would solve the abuse problem. 

Hang on. Abuse is not the preserve of single men. Marriage is no barrier to 

perverse and wicked behaviour. 

 

3) It would solve the vocations crisis. 

What would solve the vocations crisis is the Faith communities encouraging 

their sons to offer themselves and those communities being attractive like the 

Bride of Christ should be. 

 

So what remains in favour? 

Let me rehearse a few negatives. 

 

Marriage, I need hardly tell you, is not a solution. It is just a different set of 

problems. I have known wonderful marriages where the wife and children are 

fully committed. It is a 24/7 household and the presbytery door is always open. 

I have known marriages which are running disasters at the heart of a parish, 

marriages that end in divorce, marriages where the wife is not practising, 

marriages where she resents the time her husband spends with other people 

etc. etc.  Good marriages are wonderful but married clergy do not come with a 

guarantee. (Actually, on reflection, converts do. One of the many documents 

that Rome requires is an independent marital assessment…..) 

 

Then there is the matter of mobility and mission. A celibate priest you can send 

anywhere at no notice. A married priest has his wife’s job, children’s schooling 

etc. to consider and re-arrange. 

 

Children….. Always assuming that the priest is a good Catholic, the parish may 

find itself supporting a presbytery family with ten children. As most parishes 



struggle to pay their single clergy these days, the sheer economics of the 

abolition of celibacy would bankrupt the parish mission. 

 

On the positive side you have a gift in celibacy where all that focus, energy, care 

and love can only be devoted to one end. His punishing prayer commitment 

cannot be distracted by domestic life. The parish are his family. His care, 

teaching, sanctifying and compassionate fatherhood will be the hallmarks of his 

calling. How the parishioners behave towards and with their father-in-God will 

be determinative of the success of the ministry and mission in that place.  

When the shepherd returns home with the lost he invites his community to 

rejoice. He is a man who lives a life of aloneness in the midst of that 

community, watchman, guardian, servant, encourager, sustainer. 

 

Alone but never lonely your shepherd should be surrounded by the love and 

prayer of the faithful. Unmarried to this world he is wedded to the Bride of 

Christ, the Church. In Apostolic Order he stands in persona Christi. We, as the 

Bride of Christ, have a duty to be faithful, loving, obedient to the Word, vital, 

open to the Holy Spirit, enthusiastic for salvation, ready for action, an 

encouragement to our shepherd.  

 

We, as the Bride of Christ, have a duty to be beautiful for Jesus. 

Celibacy should not be about the denial of love but rather, like Pope Benedict, 

the giving up of the passionate love of another for the passionate love of all.      
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