Movement for Married Clergy, August 2015
Viri probati:  how many are there? 
Summary

Support for a change to the law of mandatory celibacy to permit the ordination to the priesthood of suitable married catholic laymen (viri probati), as one measure to counter the imminent steep decline in the number of priests, is growing.  However, we do not know how many such men there may be.  MMaC decided to try to find out.  Following a survey of 300 parish priests, in which they were asked to estimate the number of married laymen in their parish(es) who might be suitable candidates for ordination, the responses received suggest that, in England and Wales as a whole, there are upwards of 5,000 such viri probati.  Answers to an optional question, asking whether the priest was personally in favour of ordaining married men, showed that a clear majority approve of such a change.  The survey also elicited much helpful comment on the issue.  MMaC therefore urges the Bishops' Conference to use this evidence to support a confident proposal to Rome for such a change. 
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1.
The purpose of the survey

The law of mandatory celibacy for priests of the Latin rite, in force since the 12th century, is increasingly questioned, particularly since the Church has gained a more mature and positive appreciation of marriage and a realisation that consecrated celibacy is a gift, or charism, given by God to some, which can be freely accepted but should not be imposed, or pre-supposed, as a mere obligation on all who know themselves called to priestly ministry. More practically, the drastic decrease in vocations - and the dawning realisation of how few priests we will therefore have in the not-so-distant future - is forcing the Church to consider the possibility of relaxing the requirement of celibacy, so that suitable married men (viri probati) might be admitted to the priesthood. Indeed, Pope Francis himself has urged the bishops of the world to come forward with proposals of this kind to meet local pastoral needs.

However, so far there has been little sign of any 'contingency planning' by the Bishops' Conference of England and Wales.  A few dioceses have indicated their awareness of how few [celibate] priests they will have in the future, but so far none has, to our knowledge, considered how many married laymen there might be, suitable, and possibly willing, to be considered for ordination. Some of these might be among those already ordained as permanent deacons, but it is clear that most deacons do not aspire to priesthood.  There might be laymen, on the other hand, who know themselves called to priesthood but who feel debarred at present because they are married.  It seemed to us in the Movement for Married Clergy, therefore, that a survey of the possible pool of viri probati would be timely.  
Any conclusions drawn from such a survey would, of course, need to be tentative: the level of awareness among catholic laymen of the possibility of such an opportunity is still not high, nor might be parish priests' the knowledge of the aspirations or real suitability of their married male parishioners.  But a start should be made: after all, it might be even discovered that there were few viri probati, and then other solutions to the vocations famine - and inevitably ensuing  Eucharistic famine - would need to be urgently explored.  However, several more optimistic informal estimations have appeared - notably Fr Tom Grufferty's assertion (The Tablet, 6 December 2014) that he personally knew of  '10 men who would make excellent non-stipendiary priests'.
We decided, therefore, to attempt to answer this question: 

What is the probable number of viri probati in England and Wales?
2.
The survey sample

It was important to gather information as widely and representatively as possible over the dioceses of England and Wales. Parish priests would be the best placed to answer our question, but it would also be vital to contact them directly, in an economical manner (ie by email) and in such a way as to preserve their anonymity, if they wished it, in giving information about a still sensitive topic.  It was decided, therefore, to use only contacts for whom a clearly personal email address was publicly available.  Although this condition severely limited the number of parish priests that could be approached in some dioceses, overall the sample of 300 priests chosen was balanced, with equal numbers in the North, the Midlands (including Wales) and the South.  No other criterion was applied: we had no pre-knowledge of individuals' views on the issue of married priests.

3.
The questionnaire

Equally important was to keep the survey simple and easy to complete.  Only the first two of these three questions had to be answered: 

Q1: In the church(es)/parish(es) which you serve, what is the total number of married men whom you consider suitable, and who might be willing, to become priests? 

Q2: Across the church(es)/parish(es) which you serve, what is the total average weekly mass attendance? 
The third question was optional (though almost all respondents did give an answer):
Q3: Are you personally in favour permitting suitable married catholic laymen to be ordained priest? 

Finally, there was space for a textual comment - again most used this opportunity.
The survey was designed using an online facility, so that respondents had only to click on a given link to call up the questionnaire, complete at least the first two questions, then click the Done button to submit their response.  The questionnaire link was contained within an explanatory letter sent to each contact, which set out the context, purpose and conditions of anonymity of the survey. It also stressed the inevitably tentative nature of any estimate they might make of numbers of viri probati, and indicated our awareness of the practical implications of introducing married priests (eg that most would be part-time and self-supporting, and that their mobility might be constrained by family commitments).
Sent out in late April 2015, the survey remained open for replies for just over one month.

4.
The response

Of the 300 invitations to complete the survey sent out, 287 appeared to be successfully delivered.  This resulted in 62 responses using the survey instrument, but also 10 direct email replies which, though these respondents declined to complete the survey, provided useful comment.  Where the latter also included precise answers to survey questions, these data have been added to the survey analysis.  
Overall, then, a disappointingly modest reply rate - given the importance of the issue - of just over 25%, but sufficient to draw some significant, if tentative, conclusions.  The responses were very varied, the comments were often clearly thoughtful, and they came fairly equally from the three regions mentioned above.

5.
The results

All respondents using the survey instrument gave estimates of the number of viri probati, accompanied by a figure for weekly mass attendance.  Almost all also expressed a view for or against ordaining married men, and added a textual comment.  Although most respondents were also in favour of having married priests, there was no sign that these were being over-optimistic in their estimates of viri probati numbers.  Indeed, in their comments these priests often qualified their estimates as conservative, either because they had not themselves considered the question before or because they thought many potential viri probati were not yet aware of the possibility of a change to the celibacy law which might make them eligible to become priests.  Others did not include in their estimate men who would be suitable but possibly now too old to come forward.  Almost all those in favour of change said they knew of at least one suitable man.  On the other hand, all but one of those who disapproved of any change to the celibacy law said they knew of no eligible married men in their parish.  One might wonder if, in some cases at least, their views influenced their negative perception.  It seems reasonable, therefore, to believe that the overall estimate resulting from the responses received is likely to be on the low side, so that the extrapolation we make will be an 'at-least' figure for the national pool of potential married priests.

(a)
Results for the two obligatory questions
Q1: In the church(es)/parish(es) which you serve, what is the total number of married men whom you consider suitable, and who might be willing, to become priests? 
Number of responses: 65

Range of estimates: 0 - 'more than 10'

Total number of viri probati: 159
Q2: Across the church(es)/parish(es) which you serve, what is the total average weekly mass attendance? 
Number of responses: 65

Range of attendance figures: 10 - 1,110

Total weekly attendance: 27,093

(b)
Results for the optional question
Q3: Are you personally in favour permitting suitable married catholic laymen to be ordained priest? 
Total number of responses: 69

- in favour of change: 48 (ie 70% of those answering this question)


- not in favour of change: 15 (22%)


- not yet decided: 6 (9%)

(c)
Respondents' comments 
Of respondents who completed the online survey, 32 added a text comment.  Together with the other returns in the form of email messages, a total of 42 respondents (58%) contributed a wide variety of observations.  Where the respondent's opinion had been shown in answer to Question 3, the comment usually offered reasons for or against change, but also often pointed to issues to be addressed, whether in relation to introducing married priests or to wider concerns.  Where comments came as email messages only, these also usually indicated a preference for or against change, and added reasons. Overall, few respondents ticked 'not yet decided' and only three gave no opinion. We have analysed the comments in three main sections - those in favour of change, those against a relaxation of the celibacy law, and those who have not yet made up their mind - and then under the main topics raised by each group. 
(i)
Comments of those in favour of change
The main reason given why married laymen should be allowed to become priests was the survival of the Church 'as we know it' - and in particular the preservation of access to the Eucharist:
Without a change in thinking by the bishops very quickly, there will be no church twenty years from now.

If we do not get at least 50 priests per diocese in the next 5 years, most dioceses will be unable to function in their delivery of the Mission of the Church.

I believe that unless suitable married men are ordained to the priesthood many parishes will cease to exist, congregations will decline dramatically and the Catholic church in Britain will become irrelevant in influencing public opinion.

If the Mass is the source and summit of our Catholic life, how much longer can we go on with an ageing and increasingly overburdened celibate priesthood?
The sooner we face (and accept) married priests, the better. It is just so wrong to deprive people of the eucharist for ideological reasons.
Or more radically:
Start with the questions of how can we ensure that the word is proclaimed, the bread is broken and people ministered to in their need. You might come the conclusion that a whole new pattern of ministry needs to be explored with little room for full time male celibates at all!
Several priests also mentioned the 'anomaly' of the catholic clergy in this country now including married ex-Anglicans alongside those who had had to accept celibacy as a condition of ordination.  They felt this to be inconsistent, even unfair:

[Ordaining suitable married catholic laymen] would be consistent with the acceptance of former Anglican priests who are married.

We already have married priests! The former Anglicans! I think the present limit is grossly unfair and I'm saddened when good men leave to get married and we let ex-Anglicans come in!
We have [married priests] already [...] in the convert  clergymen who have  become Catholic priests.
There were, too, married ex-Anglicans among those who responded to the survey - they could speak with particular authority:
I am a married former Anglican myself, so I am clear that married priests could work.

As a former Anglican priest and also married, I am in favour in principle so long as the gift and value of celibacy is not lost in the process.
And, regardless of the ex-Anglican anomaly, 'fairness' applied to viri probati themselves:

I think they should not be deprived if they really would like to respond to the call of God just because they are married. I think it is unfair and unjust.

In a similar vein, some respondents drew attention to the opportunity offered - but so far rejected by our hierarchy - by priests who left to marry but who are willing and suitable to return, as married priests, to active ministry:

In fact [given acceptance of former Anglicans it] is an anomaly that ordained Catholic priests [who have married] are not allowed to exercise the ministry.

Clergy who left to marry and who wish to return to minister as priests should be accepted back. They have a lot to offer.

[There] is no reason for not rejoicing on the wonderful contribution that married men and their wives would make to the ministerial priesthood. There is, of course, a good body of formerly active priests, now married, who could start the process, if we had the magnanimity to accept them.
Not a few priests would go further, saying that it was now time to discuss the ordination of women, adding that they knew of several feminae probatae... 

Some respondents, on the other hand, believed that we should first seek candidates among married deacons [deacons were not excluded - though not explicitly included - in the description of viri probati contained in the explanatory letter]:
The offer of ordination to the priesthood should be made to ordained married deacons first of all. I think many of the married deacons would have wished to be ordained priests but as married men they could only be deacons.
I know a very good number of excellent permanent deacons who would make wonderful priests.
Some knew of laymen, otherwise admirably suited, but currently debarred from consideration:

I can think of three highly suitable men under 65 whose marriages are canonically irregular and so would have further obstacles to being ordained

Others, while valuing marriage, were keen to stress the parallel value of freely chosen celibacy by those who had received this charism:
There remains a place and role for celibate clergy alongside married priests.

At the same time, I am convinced of the value of a celibate priesthood, and have always seen celibacy as an integral dimension of my own vocation

As a former Anglican priest and also married, I am in favour in principle so long as the gift and value of celibacy is not lost in the process.
My reasons have been twofold - 1 to establish in the Catholic community a more positive attitude to marriage by ceasing to exclude married men from priestly ministry. - 2 to allow celibacy to be seen as a state of life freely chosen by those who remain celibate and not an imposition demanded by a cruel church

But those in favour of bringing married men into the priesthood also drew attention to the practical issues to be faced.  Adequate training was one:

Adequate training for priestly ministry is essential - that for deacons has not been.
Theological training of a suitable level would be very important.
One feared that such training might be a constraint on recruiting younger men:
It would be very hard for a man of working age to carve out the time for studies/formation. 
Other practical issues to be faced included: financial support for a married clergy; the position of clergy wives; and the limitations of 'part-time' priests.  

In this context, one longer comment, from a priest who would favour ordaining married men in 'exceptional situations' of pastoral need, deserves quoting in full:  
I have frequently been asked questions like these, but there are other issues which seem to me to be related and which I would like to be resolved first:

 

1. Genuine consultation of the laity, with some understanding of the changes that would be implicit in the relationship between priests and their parishioners with a married clergy as well as between married clergy and their disponibility for Bishops.

 

2. The complications and tensions of clerical divorce and/or separations, and the canonical as well as the legal rights of their partners. Divorces are quite common in Churches with married clergy.

 

3. The financial implications for the whole Church.

 

4. The suitability of such a change taking place in a somewhat over sexualised present culture, and its effects on other more traditional Catholic cultures throughout the world.

 

5. I believe that such a change would really require the decision of a General Council to establish a greater degree of local synodal government. 

 

6. I do not believe that I could support any movement that seemed to me to threaten further the unity of the Church (by which I do not mean spurious uniformity).

 

7. I do however believe that local bishops should be given in exceptional situations the means occasionally to ordain viri probati  to provide adequate pastoral care in local circumstances [with] the above qualifications.

(ii)
Comments of those against change 

Respondents who answered 'No' to Survey Question 3 were far fewer in number, and over half declined to add any textual comment. 
The main reason these priests gave was 'disponibility': the celibate can devote himself entirely to his priestly tasks, whereas:
A married man's first priority is to his wife and family, the church would come second.

Celibacy is much more that an arrangement it is a sign that the an ordained priest offers his whole life for the priesthood of Christ and the mission of the church.
If we have a priesthood composed of men who will accept the office on their terms (ie marriage), what kind of service would they give?

Other motives mentioned: it is not for us to question the tradition of the Church - or to 'pressurise' it into change; it would be unaffordable; experience of problems already occurring with married deacons presages those we would have with married priests; optimism about rising vocation numbers; pessimism, insofar as the 'crisis' is not lack of vocations but decline of faith generally; the Holy Spirit's ways may not be our ways [!].
One priest who answered 'No' added a more nuanced comment:

Not altogether easy to answer your questions, which are more complex than they appear. We need more people to ensure that we are not deprived of the Eucharist: on the other hand, we do not need a new class of clerics. I would love the Church to have the courage to commission, empower, ordain, whatever term one wishes to use, viri probati and feminae probatae, married or single, to celebrate Mass for their own communities but not to become full-time priests, and not to be given the title of priest or presbyter. I am totally opposed to the idea of ordaining married men to the full-time priesthood: this would entail-- though the bishops, not surprisingly, have failed to realise it through their willingness to ordain the married former Anglicans--a complete redefinition of priesthood, a further step in the direction of a middle class Church, and perhaps most importantly, the uncourageous putting off of the need to face the real issue, which is: who is to celebrate the Eucharist? Perhaps you and I have the same thing essentially in mind, but I would resist very firmly the use of the term "priests" for these viri et feminae, which explains my reluctance to answer your first question in the terms in which it is proposed. With the greatest respect (genuinely) I would have to say that questions about married priesthood both simplify and cloud the real issue.
(iii) Comments of those as yet undecided
There were few comments here, but they are interesting:

I do not as yet have a clear view on the question of the ordination of suitable married men for the priesthood. I have to say that my experience of married men (former Anglican priests) working in the Diocese has been entirely positive. In this Diocese they have been and are a gift to the Church. I think a more urgent question is how we adapt our parish structures to suit current challenges and opportunities and how new ways are based on sound theological foundations together with a growing understanding of humanity which will help us to develop a proper care for all the Baptised, both their needs and their talents.
I'm not sure we can afford to appoint married men to the priesthood. At the same time we should also consider optional celibacy for those already ordained and celibate. This too, though, would be expensive.
This last respondent, incidentally, was the only one to mention the possibility of marriage for the ordained rather than ordination for the married...
5.
Conclusions
The results of this survey permit us, we believe, to offer these conclusions:
(a)
Numbers of viri probati
The number and geographical spread of respondents, as well as other indicators in their responses, would justify extrapolating to make an estimate of the likely number of viri probati in England and Wales as a whole.  Using the total weekly attendance figure for England and Wales given in the Catholic Directory 2014 (849,171), this extrapolation produces a raw total of 4,983.  Assuming, for the reasons given above, that individual estimates tended to be conservative (or possibly, in the case of some zero returns, unduly pessimistic), we feel that we can make the following statement with confidence:

There are, in England and Wales, at least 5,000 married catholic laymen whom their parish priests judge suitable to become priests, were the law of mandatory celibacy to be relaxed.
In other words, there are almost twice as many viri probati as there are active diocesan priests at present. If they were to be invited to offer themselves for training, and even if only a small proportion accepted, this could mean a several-fold increase in ordinations over the coming years. 
(b)
Priests' views on married priests

It is very likely that those priests who chose to complete the survey also tended overall to be more favourable to change than the average for all English and Welsh parish priests.  But most of those in favour also provided comments, sometimes lengthy, to explain their position.  A clear majority of the parish priests who responded to this survey, then, do favour change, giving firm reasons while being well aware of the practical problems which would need to be addressed if the Church were to ordain married men.  Since the original sample of 300 was selected without any knowledge of recipients' views on this question, even if actual responses might have come more from those favourable to change, it would appear safe to assert that:

The survey also suggests that a majority of priests in England and Wales may be in favour of a relaxation of the law of mandatory celibacy, which would permit the ordination of suitable married laymen. 
This finding, though more tentative, would confirm anecdotal evidence that - contrary to what some might expect - priests who themselves have had to accept celibacy, in many cases as an imposed condition of ordination rather than in confident awareness of having the charism to lead such a life, nevertheless welcome without resentment the enlargement of priesthood to include married men. 
And so we make this proposal:

The Movement for Married Clergy urges the Bishops' Conference of England and Wales to make a positive response to Pope Francis' invitation to the bishops of the world, to seek and find consensus on reform and then bring suggestions for reform to Rome, confident both that there is a plentiful pool of married men suitable to become priests, and that their existing celibate clergy largely support such a move.  To complement this, they might also seek the sensus fidelium by surveying the views of all lay catholics with regard to such a change.
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