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(Geraldine SHARP

ABSTRACT.
This thesis explores the sexual theology and contemporary teachings of the Roman Catholic
Church and considers their implications for women and priests. It examines the salience and
relevance of traditional teaching in the everyday lives of priests and women. It questions the

link between a traditionally formed priesthood and the customary beliefs and practices of

'ordinary’ English Catholics.

Feminist scholarship has produced powerful insights into the ways in which organised
religion has subordinated women through patriarchal structures and organisation, although
there has been little exploration of the gendered nature of Catholic sexual theology. This
thesis suggests that the negative construction of women's bodies in sexual theology,
underpins the continued subordination of women in the Catholic Church. It argues that
religious inscriptions on women's bodies are central to the continued control of women th a

patriarchal Church.

This thesis uses patriarchy, sexual theology, and power and authority, as the main themes of
discussion. An examination of the discourses of traditional sexual theology and
contemporary teaching reveals that patriarchal inscriptions on women's bodies are central to

each of these themes and they are mutually supportive and sustaining.

Sociological research has demonstrated a disjuncture between contemporary teaching and
the beliefs and practices of 'ordinary’ English Catholics. This thesis adds a gender dimension

by suggesting that the English parish 1s a place of contradictions in which differing attitudes



towards women are a significant factor. It also examines the links between contemporary
teaching and the beliefs and practices of English Catholic priests and women. The evidence
suggests that traditional sexual theology has little relevance in the everyday lives of English
Catholic priests and women. There is a lack of ‘fit’ between the traditional teaching of the
Church and social experience. Nevertheless patriarchal ideas and beliefs continue to exist

and have value, both 1n contemporary teaching and in the day-to-day life of the parish, and

contribute to the contradictions and conflict of contemporary parish life.

The discourses of English Catholic the priests and women 1n this study suggest, that both
have been atfected not only by the dominant discourse of the Church , but also by the critical
discourses of the surrounding world. Views of women are emerging, which are in contrast
to the negative view of women in Catholic sexual theology. The discourses of women and
priests have much in common with each other but little in common with either traditional
sexual theology or the teaching of the current pope. Together these discourses represent a
significant point of resistance to the negative view of women in Catholic sexual theology and

to traditional power and authority in the Catholic Church.

A 'customary Priesthood’ with an affinity to the 'customary Catholicism' of English Catholics
appears to be emerging. This calls to question the legitimacy of traditional teaching and

papal authority.
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INTRODUCTION.

This thesis 1s fundamentally concerned with patriarchy in the Catholic Church. It is especially

concerned with the way in which the contemporary Church approaches women and in particular,
how women are viewed by the official Church and by ordinary English priests, for historically,
Catholic teaching and tradition have segregated and subordinated women. The reforms of Vatican
IT (1962-65) did not result in a change of status for women, but did increase their participation in
the everyday life of the Church. In the English parish of the 1990's, there is a tension between old
1deas that subordinated women, and the ideas that underpin the increasing participation of women
in parish hite. Whilst participation of the laity was encouraged, power remained in the hands of the
clergy. There was resistance to clerical authority, especially with regard to teaching on personal
sexual morality. Church teaching was often in contradiction to critical discourses on liberty, justice
and equality and came into conflict with the lived reality of women’s lives in a western liberal

democracy. Consequently, the contemporary English parish is a place of contradictions.

Following Vatican II, parishioners were encouraged to become actively involved 1n the life of the
parish in ways which Tridentine Catholicism, with its strict divide between priests and laity, could
never have accommodated. Priests and people, the ‘people of God’ were now a ‘royal priesthood’
journeying together as ‘pilgrims’ towards the Kingdom of Heaven. These reforms were not fully
understood by many priests and laity, and successful implementation was largely dependent upon
the attitudes of local bishops and priests. Poor socialisation and implementation of reform

contributed to the conflict in the parish.

The democratic forces of the post-war years together with the reforms of Vatican II with an
emphasis on the participation of the ‘people of God’, held a promise of a more collaborative pattern
of clergy/lay relations and a less autocratic style of leadership. Parish councils, a new addition to

the Catholic parish, gave an impression of democracy, but were generally dominated by parish



priests and/or men of the parish. In some parishes, parishioners did experience a more democratic

style of decision-making in the parish, which contradicted the autocratic style of leadership of the

official Church that remained in place after Vatican II.

Women participated more fully in the everyday life of the Church, but continued to be excluded
from the priesthood and from the decision-making processes of the Church. For example, women
were allowed to distribute the Eucharist, but were not allowed to consecrate the host. Some
parishioners found women Eucharistic ministers unacceptable and preferred to wait in ‘Father’s
queue’ rather than accept the Eucharist from a woman. The level at which women participated was
often dependent of the attitude of the local parish priest. Some parishes were characterised by

contradictions concerning women’s participation, for example, in some parishes priests continued

to refuse girls as altar servers whilst accepting women as ‘ministers of the Eucharist’.

An emphasis on community and active participation became part of everyday parish life.
Parishioners were encouraged to set up prayer-groups and house-groups within which they
attempted to apply Scripture and Church teachings to the lived experience of their everyday lives,
but in many parishes these lay groups remained under the jurisdiction of the parish priest. Lay
women and men also participated in catechetics, especially in the preparation of adult ‘converts’ to
Catholicism. In some seminaries lay men and women became involved in the training of priests.

Yet, the authority to teach remained with the bishop and his consecrated ministers.

In terms of beliefs and practice, there were in the parish a pluralism of Catholic types, which
differed from one another in terms of doctrinal beliefs, practice and institutional involvement.
Homsby-Smith (1991) provides convincing evidence of how Catholics differentiated between
creedal or ‘core’ beliefs and non-creedal or peripheral beliefs (including papal infallibility) and
between personal and social morality. Ordinary English Catholics distinguished between the

official religion of the clerical leadership and the ‘customary Catholicism’ of ordinary Catholics.



There was substantial disagreement with official teaching, as an alternative was sought to the rule-
bound, absolutist and deductive teaching of the hierarchy. Few Catholics conferred unqualified

acceptance on papal teachings. The leadership was seen to be lacking in credibility and legitimacy
and many Catholics said that they ‘made up their own mind’ on an Increasing range of issues. Lay
compliance to ecclesiastical discipline was problematic and there was confrontation and conflict in
matters of sexual morality, especially with regard to contraception, divorce and re-marriage and
institutional celibacy. Many Catholics increasingly took circumstance and proportion into account
when deciding on the gravity of sins, preferring to rely on personal conscience and using the
teaching of the Church merely as a guide to action. For example, despite the fact that the Church’s
hierarchy continued to forbid artificial methods of contraception, all forms of abortion, divorce and

remarriage, some Catholic women used artificial birth control, some had abortions and some

divorced and re-married. Such women, whilst rejecting teachings on personal sexual morality

continued to stay within the Church when others left. Some divorced and re-married Catholics

continued to practise as far as they were allowed and some priests, in direct contravention of
official teaching, gave the sacraments to some remarried Catholics whilst continuing to refuse

others.

In line with a plurality of beliefs were differing attitudes towards reform and especially with regard
to the increased participation of women. Whilst some priests and parishioners accepted women'’s
participation as right and proper, the attitudes of some priests and parishioners appeared to be
influenced by traditional teachings which linked women to sex, sin and impurity. Some priests,
recognising the exclusive nature of the everyday masculine language of the Church made attempts
to ‘add women in’ by using inclusive language. Attitudes towards the use of inclusive language
varied from priest to priest and from parishioner to parishioner, from the belief that 1t was ‘a good
thing’ to the belief that it was ‘a load of nonsense’. Some priests were either not aware that
language may be an issue, or felt unable to do anything about it. Attempts to use inclusive

language were not supported by the exclusively masculine language used in official documents,



especially that of recent encyclicals and statements of Pope John Paul II. The ideas underpinning
these papal pronouncements also contributed to the contradictions in the parish. The pope

continued with traditional patriarchal images of femininity, role and status and assigned to women

traditional roles of motherhood, virginity or martyrdom all of which bore little resemblance to the

everyday lives of women in a liberal democracy and to the more open culture within the other

Christian churches.

There was a lack of ‘fit” between the official Church and the parish. This thesis is concerned with
the 1deas that inform and underpin the contradictions in the English parish. It attempts to uncover
those 1deas that informed traditional teaching and continued to exist and have a value in the

contemporary Church, in order to identify where contradictions may arise. The empirical research
explores what women and priests say about key issues in the Church. It attempts to discover how

what they say ‘fits’ with traditional teaching, and how what they say and do contributes to the

contradictory nature of the English parish.

This research uses Foucault’s notion of history as genealogy 1n order to go behind the teachings
and tradition of the Church. It is not a search for origins and does not pretend to go back 1n time 1n
an unbroken continuity, but aims to follow a complex path highlighting significant ideas, errors,
reversals, false appraisals and deviations which have affected women and their place in the Church.
It is not a consideration of doctrine as such, but a look at the ideas that informed the theology,
institutions and structures of the Catholic Church. It examines historical and contemporary
documents of the Church in order to uncover those that have given rise to the 1deas and beliets that
continue to exist in the Church and have value. It traces the complex course of these ideas through
significant episodes in Church history and asks how the challenges posed by Catholic and
Protestant reformers, the Enlightenment and the second Vatican Council affected these 1deas and

their value.



This thesis 1s concerned with how women’s bodies have been inscribed by the 1deas of patriarchy
and how these 1deas were taken up by the Church. It examines the ideas and beliefs inscribed on

women’s bodies and the process by which women’s bodies were denigrated and destroyed.
“The body and everything that touches it: diet, climate, and soil, is the
domain ot Herkunft. The body manifests the stigmata of past experience and

also gives rise to desires, failings and errors.....the body is the inscribed

surface of events (traced by language and dissolved by ideas) .....Genealogy,
as an analysis of descent, is thus situated within the articulation of the body
and history. Its task is to expose a body totally imprinted by history and the
process of history’s destruction of the body’ (Foucault,1986:83).

The contemporary discourse of the official Church is examined, in order to establish whether the

1deas that inscribed women's bodies continue to exist and have value.

This research does not pretend to be an examination of the whole English Catholic Church, but it
does provide a significant contribution to our understanding of the beliefs that underpin parish life
at the end of the 20" century. It builds on the work of Hornsby-Smith (1991) who highlighted the
transformations of religious authority in the English Catholic Church. Whilst breaking new
ground, this work lacked a gender dimension, which this thesis goes some way to address in that it
focuses directly on priests and women 1n the English Church. This research will attempt to
establish the salience and relevance of traditional teaching and religious authority in the everyday
lives of women and priests, as it examines the links between sexual theology, the nature of God,
the nature of authority, the status of women, sexual morality and the institution of celibacy. It also
questions the link between a traditionally formed priesthood and the customary beliets and
practices of ‘ordinary’ Catholics at the end of the 20" century. In order to illuminate these issues, 1t

will examine the historical and contempoi‘ary discourses of the official Church and the

contemporary private discourses of priests and women.

Chapter One sets out the conceptual framework and recent relevant research. It considers the

concept of patriarchy in relation to the Catholic Church and outlines Foucault’s notion of history

as genealogy, that 1s, as descent and emergence, as a stimulating guide to asking historical



questions and conceptualising historical phenomena. It explains the use of discourse as a means
of getting behind the ideas contained within traditional teaching and tradition and as the means

by which 1deas continue to exist and have value. The concept of sexuality as discourse is

pertinent to this thesis, not only because in the ‘history of bodies’, both male and female bodies
have been invested by power and knowledge, but also because the discourse of sexuality in the
Church, is intimately connected to sexual theology. Sexuality as discourse is an element
(apparatus) of power, which has attempted to create and sustain a norm and produce conformity.
It 1s part of a structure of heterogeneous apparatuses of power, which contain strategies of
relations of forces supported by and supporting types of knowledge. As such, a knowledge
ceases to be liberation and becomes a mode of surveillance and control. These apparatuses of

power have served to segregate and subordinate women in the Catholic Church.

Chapter Two traces the complex course of descent within the genealogy of sexuality, through
significant deviations, reversals, false appraisals and calculations, which gave rise to thosé 1deas
about women and about men that underpin Catholic teaching and tradition. It examines the
beliefs and attitudes concerning women and men in the world from which Christianity sprang,
In order to uncover the ideas and knowledge, which have informed the gendered discourse of

the Church. Greek literature is contained in primary sources, Aretaeus (T.Adams,1856),

Aristotle (R.Forster (Ed),1893), Galen (G.C.Kuhn,1823) and Nag Hammadi Texts

(J.M.Robinson (Ed),1977). The representativeness of the discourses on women is supported in
the literature of the day, in Greek literature such as the Iliad and Odyssey, Greek philosophy, the
laws of Rome, and the first five books of the Old Testament, which formed the matrix of

European literature.

Chapter Two challenges the notion of the early Church as a unified and homogenous
community, as 1t examines competing discourses amongst Christian groups and provides

evidence that the patriarchal beliefs of the wider world influenced the development of the



Church. It demonstrates the link between discourse and discursive practice by showing that
ultimately only men formed the legitimate body of the community and women were

accommodated in terms of ‘service’ to men and to the Church. Women were not involved 1n the
development of sexual theology and were excluded from any involvement by the grid of
reference placed upon them by Church Fathers. Finally it examines specific Church documents,
in particular those of Augustine and Aquinas, Confessions, City of God, Summa Theologiae, and
Contra Summa Gentiles, in order to uncover the ideas that influenced the development of
Catholic sexual theology. The gendered nature of the discourse is evident in significant

discourses in the Early Church up to and including the Middle Ages.

Chapter Three 1s concerned with emergence, that is, a moment of arising, as it examines the
1deas of the Catholic reformers prior to the Reformation, during the Protestant Reformation and
the Catholic Counter-Reformation. It notes the persistence of patriarchal ideas about women in
Catholic and Protestant churches alike. It also considers the ideas of the Enlightenment and the
Church’s response to a world that espoused freedom from imposed dogmas and acceptance of a
plurality of beliefs. For as Fulton and Gee (1991) note, the processes which religion undergoes
that have been traditionally encompassed under the label of secularisation, are but one side of
the coin. What also has to be considered is the ongoing engagement with the political,
economic and other-cultural world in which religious movements are subjects. Did the Catholic
Church after having lost its former autonomous power, meet the challenges posed by the

Enlightenment and adjust to dramatic changes in the world? Did 1t revise 1ts doctrines?

Chapter Four is concerned with another significant episode of emergence, the 2™ Vatican
Council (1962-1965) [Vatican II] and the following decades up to the 1990°s. It considers the
impetus to the Council and notes the descent of ideas from the conciliarists of the Renaissance
and those of the Catholic and Protestant reformers. Documents from Vatican II are examined 1n

order to illuminate any change in the gendered discourse of the Church and to establish the



official view of woman at the time of the Council. It also considers the encyclical Humanae
Vitae (1968) (Which banned the use of artificial contraception), the power of the papacy and the

loss of clerical authority following the ban. The exhortation to use the ‘thythm method’ (i.e.
periodic abstinence) of birth control is also considered. The public discourse was dominated by
an absolutist papacy, which refused all debate. As contraception continues to be a key 1ssue for
women, what women say about contraception is important. This will be explored in chapters
eight and nine together with abortion, divorce, remarriage and celibacy. The persistence of
patriarchal notions of temperament, role and status are also highlighted in the public discourse,
which excludes women from ordination. Public debate on women’s ordination has been denied,

theretore this research will attempt to discover what women and priests in the English Church

say 1n private about the ordination of women to the priesthood.

The final part of this chapter examines the years following the Council and the forces that exist
and struggle against one another in the contemporary Church. The discourse of John Paul II is
examined in the encyclical Veritatis Splendor (1993) and in his Letter to Women (1995), in

order to trace continuities and identify discontinuities with the traditional 1deas of the Church.

Chapter Five considers the institution of celibacy as an apparatus of power, a case of
Herrschaft, a relation of domination and subordination that damages both women and priests.
Power is not exercised without insubordination and obstinacy and it is evident from the level of
resistance and non-compliance during the centuries, when institutional celibacy was being
codified, that an elitist group gradually imposed their ideas on a largely reluctant clergy. An
examination of the linkage of ideas between sexual theology, patriarchy and institutional
celibacy, highlights the mutually supportive and sustaining nature of the overarching gendered
discourse of the Church. Institutional celibacy relies for its legitimacy on the apparatuses of

power, namely, discourse, law and theology, within which patriarchal ideas and beliefs are

supported and sustained.



Chapter Six shows how at the end of the 20" century the Catholic Church along with other
organisations has had to adjust to dramatic changes in the world in which it works. The English
Catholic Church 1n line with the European Church has experienced a change in the norms of
Catholicity. These changes are considered in the context of the ideas arising from the

Renaissance, Reformation and the Enlightenment. In a more sceptical and secular world, no

monolithic structure of belief held sway, as politics, science and economics pushed the modemn
mind to disengage itself from traditional religious belief. The Church, tollowing the Council of

Trent (1554-1556), was able to enforce strategies for the containment of dissent, which were

maintained up until the 2nd Vatican Council (1963-65).

Hornsby-Smith (1991) clearly identifies a transformation in the beliefs and practices of English
Cathollics and the ways in which they have responded to issues of religious authority in the
several decades following the 2nd Vatican Council. He also charted the distinction between the
otficial religion of the clerical leadership and the customary religion of ordinary Catholics
where ‘customary Catholicism’ interpreted religious beliefs and practices in light of social
experience. Building on the work of Hornsby-Smith this thesis provides an exploration of the
beliefs and practices of ordinary English Catholic priests. It also explores what ordinary
Catholic women say about issues of power and authority, sexual morality and the position and

place of women 1n the Church.

In the English Catholic Church women form the majority of attenders. The question of why
women remain in a patriarchal Church is considered with reference to psychological and
deprivation-compensation theories and theories which focus on women’s role in the Church.
The chapter concludes by raising the issues which relate to the research and which have

contributed to the research aims and objectives of this project.



1deas and beliefs contained in Catholic teaching, which continue to exist and have value in the
contemporary Church. Within this general aim, there are several specific aims:

1. to uncover Catholic constructions of woman as revealed in the historical and contemporary

discourses of the Church;

2. to measure the salience and relevance of traditional sexual theology and contemporary

teaching 1n the everyday lives of priests and of women:

3. to question the link between a traditionally formed priesthood and the customary beliefs and

practices of ordinary English Catholics:;

4. to discover how traditional teaching and code of practice ‘fits’ with what English priests and

women say and do.

Chapters Eight to Ten complete the work of tracing through descent and emergence by the in-
depth contemporary analysis of discourses on women by Church practices, clerics and people
within a designated unit of Church life and administration. There were three stages 1n this
second half of the research. Stage one investigated the research site, the English parish of the
1990’s in a comprehensive study of an English deanery by Giarchi and Sharp (1993). This
study involved interviews and the completion of questionnaires by parish priests, parishioners,
neighbours, primary and secondary school pupils in the Plymouth deanery. This data from the
deanery study was used in stage one of this research, which is covered in chapter Eight. The
discourses within the parish confirmed the existence of a ‘customary Catholicism’, which

contained both traditional ideas and ideas arising from the discourses of the wider world.

Stage two of the research investi<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>