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CLERICAL CELIBACY
The Roman Catholic Church 

Clerical Celibacy in the Catholic Church

The practice of clerical celibacy developed over centuries. While early Church
leaders, including Peter, were married, a movement towards celibacy began to
take hold. In the early 11th century, Pope Benedict VIII issued a rule prohibiting the
children of priests from inheriting property, aiming to address concerns about
clerical morality and the transmission of church property. Later, Pope Gregory VII
(1073–1085) issued a decree against clerical marriages, reinforcing the
commitment to celibacy. The Church definitively mandated celibacy for priests in
the 12th century at the Second Lateran Council held in 1139, which approved a rule
forbidding priests to marry.

The practice of clerical celibacy in the Roman Catholic Church evolved over
centuries. The Pope most commonly credited with formalizing the rule of priestly
celibacy is Pope Gregory VII (1073-1085).

Key Developments Leading to the Abolition of 
Priestly Marriage:

1. Early Church Practices:
• In the early Christian Church, many priests, including some of the apostles,
were married. However, there was an increasing emphasis on celibacy as an ideal
for spiritual purity.
2. Local Synods and Councils:
• The Council of Elvira (c. 306 A.D.) in Spain was one of the earliest church
gatherings to require celibacy for clergy, though its rulings were not universally
enforced.
• The Council of Nicaea (325 A.D.) debated the issue but did not impose a
universal rule.
3. Pope Siricius (384-399):
• Issued one of the first papal decrees requiring priests to abstain from
marriage, though enforcement was inconsistent.
4. Pope Benedict VIII (1012-1024):
• Prohibited the children of priests from inheriting church property, addressing
concerns about clerical families accumulating wealth.
5. Pope Gregory VII (1073-1085):
• Officially prohibited priests from marrying as part of the Gregorian Reforms,
aimed at strengthening church discipline and ending clerical corruption.
• He declared priestly marriages invalid and enforced celibacy across the
clergy.
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6. Second Lateran Council (1139):
• This council formally banned clerical marriages and decreed that priests who
were already married should separate from their spouses.
• From this point, celibacy became a universal requirement for priests in the
Roman Catholic Church.
7. Council of Trent (1545-1563):
• Reaffirmed celibacy amid the Protestant Reformation, during which many
Reformers (including Martin Luther) rejected clerical celibacy.

Why Was Celibacy 
Enforced?

1. Spiritual Reasons:
• Celibacy was seen as a way for priests to 
dedicate themselves fully to God
and the Church without familial obligations.
2. Practical Reasons:
• Preventing church lands from being 
inherited by priests’ children.
• Reducing conflicts of interest and ensuring 
priests’ loyalty to the Church.
3. Doctrinal Authority:
• The rule of celibacy became intertwined 

with Church tradition, supported by
theological interpretations of Scripture (e.g., Matthew 19:12 and 1 Corinthians
7:32-35).
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