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The gifts of celibate

friendship and intimacy

During the last two decades many reli-
gious have spent a great deal of time re-
flecting on and exploring the relationship
between sexuality and our spintuality.
Men and women 1n the formation process
have also been affected in significant ways
by major changes in understandings and
attitudes about human sexuality resunlting
from the sexual revolution in the 60s and
70s. However, 1 continue to be surprised
at the lack of integration in their sexual
selves that many religious demonstrate as
well as a relative lack of experiential
awareness of the profound connections be-
tween sexuality, intimacy, relationships,
and spintuality.

In this essay, | am focusing on celibate
sexuality and its forms of love and inti-
macy in an entirely positive way. From my
perspective celibacy is a path of divine and
human love, or it 1s not rooted in the Chris-
tian gospel and discipleship of Jesus. As
such, it is a charism, literally a gift to
those of us who have received it and dis-
covered the ability to love this way. As a
charism, celibacy serves the good of the
community. So it is not simply for us but
for others as well. If celibacy is a choice to
love in particular ways without demgrat-
ing the positive value of sexual loving, we
need to deepen our understanding of how
we love God and others in lively, convinc-
ing ways. | believe we want our celibacy
to lead to an expansion of lovingness.

Janet K. Ruffing, RSM

Vita Consecrata, the synod document, em-
braces these positive values related to
celibacy. It repeatedly affirms that celi-
bate loving chooses God as one’s absolute
good, leading to dedicating oneself to God
with an undivided heart through the Holy
Spirit. This experience of the Spint evokes
a response of total love for God and of
one’s brothers and sisters. It 1s a great ex-
change of love from God, Jesus, the Spirit,
an immersion in the Divine Mystery, and a
search for relationship with God as an all
encompassing reality. As this love devel-
ops it becomes a profoundly non-exclusive
way of loving others. Celibacy which 1s
experienced in this religiously motivated
and empowered way is clearly rooted in
the example and experience of Jesus as
both celibate and alive with love and pas-
sion for God and the basileia. If our way
of love actually appears to others as the
synod hopes as “a joyful and liberating ex-
perience” (#88), we will actually feel our
passion and consciously sublimate and
transmute it in an intricate process of rela-
tionship and caring activity.

The synod document also asserts the ne-
cessity that formation programs cultivate
“the interior freedom of consecrated per-
sons, their affective maturity, their ability
to communicate with others, especially in
their own community, their seremty of
spirit, their compasston for those who are
suffering, their love for the truth, and a
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We will hardly be
able to offer much
to our love-
starved world if
we ourselves feel
love-starved.

correspondence between their actions and
their words” (#71). These are marvelous
ideals. The only difficulty is that the docu-
ment doesn’t tell us how to do this nor,
most likely, did anyone in our own initial
formation processes.

Connecting our passion to God

1 wonder how you are feeling nght now.
Do vou experience in vour own lives a
consuming passion for God and a corre-
sponding passion for apostolic hife? How
1s this passion real for you? Are there
times when you don’t experience this pas-
sionate energy? And what is life hke for
you then? There can be a dynamic energy
within the celibate heart. We can be per-
sons who love profoundly, but only if we
arc able to connect our love and our pas-
sion to the God of desire who evokes and
awakens that passion in us. Barbara Fiand
advocates this approach to celibacy:

In a culture where gratification is the
norm, consecrated celibacy stands for
doing without, for God-dependency,
for looking decper, for waiting, for
vigilance, and for another kind of ful-
fillment. Celibate loving, regardless of
how empowering it may be ... ulti-
mately speaks of aloneness and long-
ing. But as it draws us, over the span
of a lifetime, ever more deeply into the
love that alone can fill our heart’s de-
sire, it will also and inexorably, lead
us through loneliness into [a] “final
solitude,” where it will reveal us to
ourselves as the living symbols of all
of humanity’s ultimate and ontelogical
homesickness for God. (Fiand, 93)

And she goes on to claim:

If celibacy is to open up for us the
grace that Joving one another with au-
thenticity bolds in store for us, we will
need to accept intimacy—its power
and 1ts pain—as part of our lives. We
will need to learn about trust and comi-
mitment, discipline and self-gift;

about perseverance and faithfolness
and passion, Celibacy today, cele-
brated and lived healthily, needs to
embrace the flow of sexual energy, to
acknowledge it as good-—as essential,
in fact, to our incarnation. It needs to
channel this energy with intent into
the numerous creative and life-giving
forms of loving that cry out for expres-
sion in our love-starved world. (98)

We will hardly be able to offer much to
our love-starved world if we ourselves feel
love-starved. 1 believe with Barbara Fiand
and many others that intimacy and rela-
tionship, mn our case non-genital modes,
provide the basic foundation for both
divine-human loving and for reciprocal hu-
man loving. Beverly Musgrave, a col-
league of mine, asserts that one cannot
make an authentic human choice to be celi-
bate without self-knowledge, self-aware-
ness, and self-esteem; without the ability to
be intimate and to be in relationship, with-
out the ability to be truly spiritual, and
without addressing and facing psychologi-
cal factors of human motivation, both con-
scious and unconscious.' These key fea-
tures point to a life-long process in the ad-
venture of love and relationship, beginning
with our relationship to ourselves.

If authentically chosen celibacy then, is a
way of loving and relationship, we will
have to embrace 1t in a radically body-
affirming way. It is so easy to become con-
fused here because of the distortions and
dislocations in our religious tradition and
in our sex-obsessed western culture. Our
tradition has so focused on the renuncia-
tory aspects of celibacy, so invested itself
m controlling sexuality, that we have often
suppressed, repressed and tyrannized our
physical-sexual selves. We have so easily
severed the connections between celibacy
and incarnation that we fail to expenence
our sexual selves as participants in the de-
light and sensuousness of this life, In this
earthly creation. The emphasis since Vati-
can Il has been on celibacy as an eschato-
logical sign of the coming age. It told us
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very little about how to live it healthily
night here and now. What about our celi-
bate loving 1s good news for us and for
others? Or 1s our passion, desiring and lov-
ing “on hold” until the next life? In a new
holistic, interconnected form of spiritual-
ity, celibacy becomes a non-exploitive way
of relating not only to our brothers and sis-
ters but to the fragile planet and all of its
creatures as well. Such relating becomes
a vehicle for commumon with God, with
our earth, and with others precisely
through the gift of our own embodied pres-
ence and care In the great circulation of
love that is the community of co-equal dis-
ciples. Qur body-selves are the sacraments
of our self-presence in the world. If we ap-
propriate our sexuality in this broader and
deeper way, we can more easily recognize
how it is implicated in every relationship
including our relationship with God.

To make this more concrete, a few defini-
tions might bring some clarity to our re-
flections. 1 follow here James Nelson as he
describes both spinituality and sexuality:

By spirituality I mean not only the
conscious religious disciplines and
practices through which human beings
relate to God, but more inclusively the
whole style and meaning of our rela-
tionship to that which we perceive as
of ultimate worth and power. This in-
cludes disciplines and practices, but
also myths, symbols, and rituals, infor-
mal as well as formal. It includes the
affective as well as the cognitive. Sig-
nificantly, spirituality includes the
ways in which our relatedness to the
ultimate affects our understandings
and feelings of relatedness to everyone
and everything else. (5)

By sexuality I mean not only physiolog-
ical arousal and genital activity, but
also much more. While human sexual-
ity is not the whole of our personhood,
it is a basic dimension of that person-
hood. While it does not determine ali
thought, feeling, and action, it does per-
meate and affect all of these. Sexuality

is our way of being in the world as fe-
male or male persons. It involves our
appropriation of characteristics socially
defined as feminine or masculine. It in-
cludes our affectional-sexual orientation
toward those of the opposite and/or
same sex. It is our attitudes toward our-
selves and others as body-selves. It is
our capacity for sensuousness. It is all of
this.

The intimate relation between sexuality
and spirituality is evident if one be-
lieves, as I do, that sexuality is both a
symbol and a means of communication
and communion, The mystery of sexu-
ality is the mystery of the human need
to reach out for the physical and spiri-
tnal embrace of others. Sexuality thus
expresses God’s intention that people
find authentic humanness not in isola-
tion but in relationship. In sum, sexual-
ity always involves much more than
what we do with our genitals. More fun-
damentally, it is who we are as body-
selves who experience the emotional,
cognitive, physical, and spiritual need
for intimate communion, both crea-
turely and divine. (5-6)

Understanding how we relate

If we agree with these definitions as the
ideals to which we aspire, what are the im-
plications for our own lives and for forma-
tion itself? To what extent do we experi-
ence ourselves as genuinely relational? To
what extent has our training, especially in
relationship to developing the disciplines
for sexual control, actually mhibited our
ability to relate in authentically caring
ways? These are not easy guestions. They
are also deeply gender-related questions.
Qur entire familial and cultural histories
have already given us not always helpful
images and expectations about both the
value and the shape of relationships. As
women, we have been conditioned to be the
“tenders™ of relationship. We have often
specialized in a certain set of care-giving
relational skills. However, we may not
have leamed equally well that we are, in-
deed, selves, who are worthy of receiving

In a new holistic,
interconnected

form of

spirituality,
celibacy becomes
a non-exploitive
way of relating
not only to our
brothers and
sisters but to the
fragile planet and
all of its creatures

as well.
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One of the
amazing gifts of
religious life to
the church and the
world has been its
tendency since its
earliest inception
toward a vision of
mutuality in
relationship.

love as well as giving love, that we are val-
ued for who we are as women as well as
for what we do; that we may be passionate
and creative, self accepting and relational.
As men, we have been conditioned to de-
fine ourselves as separate, as not needing
the nurture of empathic connection. We
have been tratned to cut off ourselves and
our feelings and carry within ourselves a
deep and wounded loneliness. We have
been trained to equate intimacy with sex.
To embrace celibacy then threatens all ac-
cess to Intimacy since we may not have the
interpersonal skills for achieving and
maintaining emotional intimacy. We then
place all our energy and needs into our
work and push deep into our unconscious
our deep unmet needs for love and inti-
macy which can then overwhelm and sur-
prise us in various forms of promiscuous
or abusive relationships.

I believe formative processes need to pro-
mote a new set of ascetical disci-
plines-—this time relational ones. We need
to accept ourselves and our men and
women in the formation process as persons
in relation and in an on-going process of
psycho-sexual maturing, integration, and
relationship. We need to create a climate
in which it 1s permissible to talk about
both struggles and confusions in these ar-
cas. And we need to do this in a way that
1s both safe and confidential. At the same
time, we need to be aware of the accumu-
lating information about the conditions un-
der which religious and clergy violate pro-
fessional boundaries because some are so
unconscious of the privilege and power
which accrues to the professional, reli-
gious role. All of this means that the real
training ground for relational development
is within a situation of true peers and of
adult modeling. The shape of our gender
conditioning makes it extremely difficult in
our church for men and women to relate to
one another from a position of true equal-
itv. This 1s so because of the normal male
dominance in our culture in general which
has been maintained as a sacral necessity

in the church. Heterosexism dominates
over bisexuality and homosexuality, creat-
ing another form of power unbalance. And
none of us begins or lives religious life in
a situation of true equality based on the
natural sets of gifts and relational skills
which constitutes our personhood at any
given moment,

One of the amazing gifts of religious life to
the church and the world has been its ten-
dency since its earliest inception toward a
vision of mutuality in relationship which
eliminates all forms of social power-
relations, including gendered ones. This is
the assumption of cehibate women and men
who have attempted to live in some form of
community as equals through the cen-
turies. If we were truly to appropriate this
possibility, religious would demonstrate 1o
one another and to the larger comununity
relationships of true brotherhood and sis-
terhood. One of the key Gospel insights re-
ligious embody when they are healthy and
relational is an ability to love across the
borders and boundaries of such power re-
lations. This feature is sometimes identi-
fied as a universal or radical love,

However, this kind of abstraction is not
particularly helpful. All of us have come to
know we can not love people abstractly;
we can only love each person in our circle
of relationship and ministry, individual
person by individual person. Now, these
rich and varied loves are always particu-
lar. They are often accompanied by the
normal relational dynamics of attraction,
infatuation, romantic attachment, liking,
desiring, ete. If we too easily confuse our
bodily desires toward genitality with these
normal dynamics of intense feeling states
related to any relationship of deepening in-
timacy, we are likely to deny sigmficant
aspects of the experience such as the bod-
ily feeling states. We are even more likely
to withdraw from relationship rather than
suffer the confusions and disequilibnum of
learning to love the other. We are often too
afraid to msk wvulnerability and self-

HORIZON

30



disclosure and so develop and grow in our
ability to make and keep friends.

Needed: a vocabulary for loving

I believe that our cultures are singularly
lacking in a nich and nuanced vocabulary
for all the mynad forms of loving that
make up a human life. Above all, we lack
appropriate models for celibate adult
friendships of every form, across genders,
across sexual orientations, across genera-
tions. Further, the prior community condi-
tioning of most middle-aged formators to-
day, sadly neglected these forms of rela-
tionship in favor of building community
which was often a “let’s pretend we’re all
friends” fantasy without ever allowing
friendships to flower into a truly open and
generative form of love. More often, all
satisfying relationships were sacrificed to
institutional values and goals. We were lit-
grally taught not to relate but to be cordial
on a superficial level. For those who en-
tered later, a different form of peer bond-
ing emerged which often took the form of
close and exclusive dyadic bonding which
in many cases is more of a survival
mode—an intimate defense against the
continuing change and sometimes chaos in
religious life itself. So one clung to a peer
or two rather than learning how to relate to
the complexity of the community itself.
These dyadic bonds are often based more
on security needs than on growth needs.
They are rarely open to inclusion of others
and may not be particularly generative. [
am describing a celibate relational style
which 1s capable of deep friendship, col-
leagueship, and affective bonding, but
which does not result in coupling,

There 1s, I believe, a bittersweet quality to
the whole network of our intimate relation-
ships. We relate in real and authentic
ways, we love and are loved. We form
these relationships first by reaching out to
others in love and receive gratefully that
which returns to us often in unexpected
and surprising ways. But there is also a

continual relinquishment of those same
loves. There is a parting of friends as well
as a meeting of friends. Celibate loving re-
quires this ability to recognize and place
all of these loves in an ordered fashion in
relationship to the love which moves the
sun and stars—God’s love reaching out to
us in and through each precious human re-
lationship as well as deeply within our own
solitude. John Dunne talks about this expe-
rience of the absence of love which re-
quires the contemplative practice of
“remembenng love” as its antidote. He
says:

There is a passing through fire and
deep water, [ find too, after the parting
of friends, there is lack and loss and
letting go, and there i$ remembering,
becoming aware of my real feclings,
becoming aware of love I never really
knew I had... There is such a thing as
remembering a love that has been for-
gotten. I realize I am loved and I have
been loved all along; T realize I do love
and [ have Ioved all along, 1 remember
love. What is more, passing through
fire and deep water, through the pain
of loss, I realize there is a love in all
our loves. I have known this. I have
known it without knowing I knew it.
And now I come to remember to know
I knew, to know I know of love. “All
love is lost but upon God alene,” or
when all is lost love begins again with
God. (85)

What remains challenging about celibate
loving is that it usually remains impossible
to project a particular friend as part of our
lives for a lifetime. Whenever we welcome
another significant relationship, we never
know how long this person will be part of
our day-to-day lives. I find it very consol-
ing to trust an insight of C. G. Jung,
“Everything which belongs to an individ-
ual’s life shall enter into it.” We might of-
fer the paraphrase: “Everyone who be-
longs to an individual’s life shall enter into
it.” At moments of transition, new ministry
settings, new communities, or geographies,
we simultancously let go of the sustaining

What remains
challenging about
celibate loving is
that it usually
remains impossible
to project a
particular friend as
part of our lives
for a lifetime.
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| do not believe
we ever really
come to know
ourselves or to
know God if we
do not develop
solid friendships
which endure over
the years,
although often not
for a lifetime.

group of intimates we have developed
where we were and walk in a trusting,
grieving unknowing to the next place and
the next friends although at the moment we
do not know who they might be. This takes
both courage and a capacity to suffer loss
gracefully. It is part of the loneliness, yet
it need not be an unhappy loneliness.
These times thrust us back onto God. They
invite us to trust anew that ultimately all
love comes from God and returns to
God—that God will console us in our
losses if we will turn to God in those
losses. It is never easy to welcome “the
truth which really applies to everyone, not
just us, that the persons of my life tran-
scend my life and have lives of their own,
and letting them transcend my life, letting
them have lives and cares of their own, let-
ting them be, is not easy, letting go of them
really and being thankful for them.”
(Dunne, 91)

We live in this mystery of these gifts of
love fnendship, but to do so we must be
willing to actually suffer the vicissitudes
of relationship and of love. This is not a
perfect process; we will and do make mis-
takes. But that is all part of the learning as
we discover how to express ourselves in
trustworthy relationships and discover the
ones that aren’t. Many of us have learned
simply to live on the surface of relation-
ship in order to preserve our celibacy or to
live an 1deal which was inadequate in 1ts
vision of relationship in our lives. If so, we
live lives of deep loneliness which are
never really assuaged by expeniences of
love and connection. | do not believe we
ever really come to know ourselves or to
know God if we do not develop solid
friendships which endure over the years,
although often not for a lifetime. We un-
derstand that God is love and that all hu-
man loves lead right back to God. By en-
tering the adventure of love and friendship,
we risk self-disclosure and vulnerability so
that we might emoy the gift and pain of
intimacy. In so doing, we discover how to
love and discover our personal and inter-

personal boundaries. These deep and lov-
ing relationships however poorly acknowl-
edged or named help create in us the ca-
pacity for ever deeper experiences of such
relationship with God’s own self. We dis-
cover that God, too, desires intimacy with
us and lures us toward relationships of
mutuality and deep love. 4=
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