4th Sunday, Year B

In today’s Second Reading, Paul, inspired by God, recommends to the Christian community
in Corinth a special way of loving to which he himself was called, a way of loving that binds
a person in an especially intimate relationship to Jesus. He speaks of celibate love.

Paul does not tell us much about his life before he received enlightenment on the road to
Damascus in his late 30’s. As a Pharisee it is unlikely that he was unmarried, which means
that the Paul we know was a widower — not uncommon in his day when childbirth was often
life-threatening. In which case he would have experienced married love, which he was to
write about as a sacrament, making present in the world God’s self-giving and life-giving
love.

He wants everyone, whether they are unmarried, divorced or widowed, to ‘give undivided
attention to the Lord’. He is recommending a way of loving that he himself has found: the
way of celibate love. Paul experienced what he calls ‘daily anxiety for all the churches’ (2
Corinthians 11:28). He acknowledged that the other apostles were married, but, aware that not
everybody is living in a loving married relationship, he is offering us an alternative.

His recommendation is based on the fact that this is how Jesus loved. Jesus did so, as he tells
us himself ‘for the sake of the kingdom of heaven’(Matthew 19:12). Jesus’ celibate love cast
into sharp relief the mystery of his communion with God. It also gave a special power to his
witness of God’s special, personal and unconditional commitment to each person. When
people were with Jesus they knew that they were special to him. He was able to give them all
his attention and all his love. Celibate men and women, whether unmarried, divorced or
widowed, want to love the way Jesus loved, and to be in the community a sacrament of the
total and undivided dedication of Christ in love to the Christian community and to each
member of the community without distinction.

All are called to the perfection of holiness. All, therefore, are called to love God with an
undivided heart, by divoting themselves to Christ and to his mission, drawing their love as
they do directly from the heart of Christ, do highlight the power of Christ’s love and their
whole-hearted dedication to this love. The person who loves in a celibate way is a symbol
and witness also of Christ’s complete commitment to his mission to ‘draw everyone to
myself’(John 12:32).

We are all longing for something that no one woman, no one man, no particular children, no
job, no situation, can satisfy. We long to belong, and we are drawn towards the centre, the
unity and the love that holds everything together — we are drawn to the one we call ‘God’. For
love to be real it must belong to the whole person: the psyche, the emotions and the body. The
celibate, in transcending married intimacy with its consequent demands upon the whole
person, runs the risk of living in an unreal world. If the celibate fails to grow in an adult and
nurturing and generative love as a celibate, he or she can be caught in a self-centred
existence, and can end up in distracting substitutes that do not satisfy and that do not lead to
maturity.

Mature persons are generative. That is, they are able to spend their life in creative
communion which is life-giving both to themselves and to those to whom they relate. To be
generative, a person must have experienced intimacy: the kind of loving and being loved
which is experienced as being the fruit of being deeply known and accepted by another whom
we intimately know and accept. To be truly intimate one must have a sense of one’s personal
identity: a sense of self that is experienced as being affirmed by another who is significant to
us. Most people find themselves and experience intimacy through a graced sexual union.



However, some are called to a mysterious intimacy with Christ, and so long as they are in
touch, so long as they dare to respond authentically to reality, they will experience an
amazing generativity. Celibate love can be, for the celibate and for others, a sacrament of
divine longing.

Many of us live broken lives, experiencing broken relationships and broken homes. Perhaps
one special grace of the celibate is to experience empathy with us, for he or she is also living
an ‘unfinished’ life. A celibate has a heart trained to be with others in their aloneness, without
pretending, without hiding brokenness, hurt and incompleteness. A celibate who is able to be
alone and know peace can help another lonely person come to know that to be abandoned is
not to be alone. No one can take God from us.

We make mistakes in love. We have to live with the knowledge that we have hurt others. It
can take a lifetime to learn the greatest of all arts, the art of loving. We have to learn to
discipline our love, to lift our love, to love more clearly and more honestly and more truly. A
celibate is firstly a man or a woman, needy of love and longing for companionship. A
celibate, like every other person, has to live within the limits of real commitments, made to
the community, made in the light: commitments that are real and that have come from the
deep place where we are most truly ourselves.

Celibate love is very precious, for to be truly loved by a celibate is to be loved just for what
we are, with respect and admiration and affection, free from the kind of desire and the
expression of need that rightly belong to a sexual relationship. Risky, but refreshing and
liberating. Love is not a matter of changing people into what you would like them to be. It is
more contemplative. The one who loves sees what the other person already is and could be
shown to be with the proper attention and nurturing. Love is committing oneself, dedicating
oneself, to work with the other person to bring about that nurturing.

This is what husbands and wives are attempting to do in their relationship. This is what
parents and teachers are doing. This is the art in which celibates, too, are involved, for they
are committed to being sacraments in this world of the way of loving to which Jesus
witnessed, sacraments of the love of God which is open to all, available to all, and delights in
all. Celibate love aims to release in this world the sacred mystery of human love that respects
and encourages, but that transcends sexual union. Celibate love, lived in a generative way,
reminds us that the deepest communion to which we are all called is communion with Jesus
‘in the bosom of the Father’(John 1:18). All true love is a sacrament of this, as is celibate
love.

If Jesus is calling you to share this kind of loving with him and with those he loves, know that
you are being called into a very privileged way of life. I pray we respond generously.



