LIFE OF THE SPIRIT

great tradition. He is not a private figure but a teacher of theology’ 111
the Church, read and congratulated by the Pope, listened to with resp®
by Bishopsat the Council. If, like the French King, we say to him ‘Asto®”
ish me’, he may well do so but that would be by accident not designs:

is a restorative not a pyrotechnic or destructive gift. He is a wis¢ ™
not a prophet. He is not the less valuable for that. He is 2 man who &
tell us the place of a free man in the free Church.

The Vocation of Celibacy among

Laywomen
ALEX ALEXANDER

While the third session of the Vatican Council has many problems of rh;
highest importance to consider, for the benefit of the whole Chl{fCh %zn'
also for particular sections of it, there seems to be extant today 2 Sltuat;ﬁy'
of comparatively recent origin which has never been tho.rollg .,
examined, discussed, or pronounced upon inany authoritative dlscq fy
and yet it is one of which more people are becoming increas 2
conscious: it is the problem of celibate women and the part they P lay
the mystical body. ' &
It is indeed a problem of which certain authorities, notably in Frad™
are to some extent aware; but apart from an occasional documentP ost
lished there and elsewhere that acknowledges the existence O ~ 1.
people in considerable numbers, no attempt appears to have been 7 of
seriously to consider the situation, to appraise it and to suggest -
approach to be followed when it is dealt with. fie
The origins of this situation would seem to be twofold. They st
the emancipation of women consequent upon their work in $ s
world war, and suffragette campaigning at the same period, 3% £ 10
infiltration as working members of a society which, as a restt oation‘
world wars, had lost a considerable proportion of its male poP . sited”
This state of affairs created conditions in which many wome?™
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O unsuited 1},

) . , o
foung ¥ temperament—to take over a man’s responsibilities,

Preﬁofl}:lenﬁdvcs doing so, and entering careers frorp whi_ch they had
POSition-y }fcn excluded. All this is merely a material estimate of th_e
positicr What never seems to have bcel} done.was to examine this

o8, and the outlook of these women in the light of their existence
the Parrl:ttlﬁns, and of the part to be played by‘them in the m}fstical body;
t0 lay 1n ﬁt these apparcnt.ly 1ncomplete.bellngs were required by God
tis o is Ch‘urch at a given moment in time. .

e tY;IOW, in the light of the tremendously chang.e(.i attitude of the
Was noy do ay towards almost every sphere of lay‘actlwty, to see what
it wag no:’;e and to deprecate it. It is equally posslblc. to see now W'hy

, one. The Church had not begun to think in terms of ‘celib-
> Of of ‘vocation® in connection with women having any other than
Most conventional and orthodox meaning.
marri:;l,v:heafery existence of women outside the religiou§ life or
Mothep th%s hm()sv: ignored. Tht:}f were nuns, or they were wives and
Oncern 13 dad always be'en their destiny, as far as the Church was

% one ahd was to remain so. The problem of the surpl'us women

¢ %0 which the Church’s leaders preferred to close their eyes; the

atiﬁ?mﬁ of women was (and in some cases still is} looked on as

sphereswh?nh regrettable. Nursmg.and teaching were the only two

uch 11t mlght be conceded., it was not unwomanly to penctrate.

Wy raee as transpired, however, in the last few.y‘ears to convince at
Some of the Church’s leaders that the position has altered.

er a;:i}; tl_xe population trend appears to be returning to norm'al,
0 histrend atlc:ln of peace, the Rroblem has not.ccased to exist. In spite
f Womep fs_&n ofalower marriage age, there still remainsa proportion
Ultimgy, d or whom, for one reason or another, marriage is not the

ate nosttn;ly. There are those who support aged dcjpendants. and
Cnngy . t irefore free; those who bcc.:ause of physical handlgaps
e Not 5oy ?17, those w_ho by reason of physical or mental ‘shortcom1.ngs
lot f; om ai t]m martiage ;'and those who prefer to remain u.mna%med,
COnvince ty ack of occasion for marriage, but who are quite simply
It . at marriage is not for them.
e dgy; ﬁratselem absgrd to declare that in all these cases, such women
e Women ely refusing to do God’s will for them, particularly if they
neighbwr. with a real love of God and a strong sense of duty to their

t
a Co:;oum be‘e‘luﬂny absurd to assert that they should therefore enter
» OF 1ts modern equivalent, a secular institute. What, then, is

€

33
https://doi.org/10.1017/50269359300000057 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0269359300000057

LIFE OF THE SPIRIT

their position: If they are, in fact, doing the will of God for them' ”ég
as they are aware of it, does it not seem more likely that they are1?

living, whether they are fully conscious of it or not, and whether %
ecclesiastical approbation or not, a celibate vocation: i

We are concerned here only with the lot of the practising Catho e
and these form, undoubtedly a comparatively small proportion of 1o
whole body of celibate women; but it is these, for the moment: ¥
are the most likely to be reached and the most susceptible of any *
tively immediate and successful type of religious formation.

It is true that some of these women live full, contented lives,
they have already dedicated in some way to the service of God v
their neighbour. But it is equally true that many of them are ]
unhappy, and at times come to the brink of despair. They fe e
bitterness of being unwanted, but no one has helped them to $¢ o
glory of being wanted by God, in the precise place where 11? bas
them. They are, in fact, being wasted, because they do not fit int0 =
fixed category, and so are not recognised for what they 31",
potential value as sources of prayer and strength for their brethren™® ™
mystical body goes unnoticed—an untapped source of spiritual enctgy
and they are regarded with a certain degree of suspicion by the ¢°
who may or may not find themselves able to make use of thetf b0
their talents or their intelligence where these may be available, but'h p
are almost certainly unaware that itlies in their power, in returfs o 5
them to be transformed by the deliberate and voluntary dedica®”
their lives to God as they are, their usefulness and even their 3PP o
uselessness, for his glory and their own progress in the life of the spi? it

If this state of life, then, is intended to be accepted as 2 vocati®, (;us
would seem that like the other major types of vocation—the £€°2, 4
life and marriage—some provision should be made for dealing wlt for
as a specific problem within the framework of the Church. It 15 no
us to attempt comparisons—whatever its value in God’s planfor 8= 4
ity as a whole, if it is a life to be lived as a means of sanctificatio” ove
dedication, then it will have its particular problems, which may P of
surpisingly similar in a large number of cases; its ‘spiritt iy e
approach to God above and beyond the common approad_l o mﬂ_‘,l
laity as members of the mystical body; above all, it will need its $P
direction. (0%

In this connection it is perhaps worth noting that guidance may po; be
to be not so much propter hoc as post hoc. Often the vocation may oth®
clearly visible until it has begun to be lived. In this it is

whid®

El
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\ Vocations, where the intention is evident beforehand, and guidance is
a;S “d upon the encouragement of such an intention where practicable,
Sensiltlisor}ll SUBSf:qgent experiences alopg the c‘ho.sen path. Carc::ful and
tesuly ]?, and;mg of such individuals is essential if much harm is not to
gﬁner;l u}:i this presupposes a state of awareness among the clergy in
afeadinw chat the present time it seems optimistic to demand, and a_lso
of why ‘}3:8 to help, above all,' in revealing to those concerned t.he' destiny

ey doc they may _be partially or totally unaware, and this is a tre-

20Us responsibility.
€ main problems of these celibates would seem to be threefold.

5 s;:t: tl}:.e cultivation of a sane and balanced aPproach to the: problems

mhba;:" ich may play a greater o lesser part in the dlfﬁcult.les ofa la:y
. OthceXIStencc (partlc-ularly W1thov:1t any of the safeguards inherent in

absen. I types of vocation), and which are probably never completely
i Sif;l)l}d: the foFmation of a reasoned and unembittered attitude to the
. ties of their position. While women now have freedom of entry

q ‘}ant;)St 311 professions, the unn.larricd.are §till sometimes at a dis-

Tegard tie In the company of thcu: married sisters, who may tqnd to

husband em Cl‘ther as ‘u’nfortunate because they have not acquired a

2o0d de;lor;S eccentric becau.sc thg{ have _reftuscd to do so. It. needs a

thatcelib of guidance of public opinion within th? Cl.lu.rch, in qrder

X er:;_CY for women shall be recognised asa vocation inits own right,

. -clore not abnormal.

ofal] Sln Progress in the spiritual life W.hich.is the most vita.l clement
atiog, w;lel without progress there must inevitably be stagnation. Stag-
Velop, In turn pro@uge gll the ill-cffects that often hamper. the
PYCSSione.m of these 1nd1v1duals. when left to . t'he1r own 'dev1ces:
even despa.iran almost overpowering sense of spiritual isolation, and
o Pgs‘i’:ian i_t isthe positive aspect of their vocation that needs stressing;
this, . Ve ideal to which they are tending. If they are not helped in

Toyg; eir Spuritual life is in danger of withering away into a mere

but'whichon? which may indeed preserve them from the gravest sins,

t G Kﬂl never lead them on to fervour and a generous self_—givin'g

$olityde Where he must be sought; in their neighbour—or in their
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