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Fr Francis Marsden

Credo for 11th November 2007,

To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times 

"The children of this age marry and remarry; but those who are deemed worthy to attain to the coming age and to the resurrection of the dead neither marry nor are given in marriage. They can no longer die, for they are like angels; and they are the children of God because they are the ones who will rise.”

No sex in heaven, then. 

This Sunday’s Gospel comes from Luke chapter 20, which describes a series of confrontations between Jesus and the Jewish religious establishment. It begins with Jesus teaching and preaching the good news in the temple precincts. The chief priests and scribes, together with the elders, approach him. Their news is not good. It is a rebuke:

“By what authority are you doing such things? Who gave you this authority?”

Jesus confounds them with a question about the baptism administered by John the Baptist. Then he relates the parable of the vineyard owner (God), who hires out his vineyard (Israel) to some ungrateful tenants.
This parable only increases their displeasure. “The scribes and chief priests sought to lay their hands on him at that very hour, but they feared the people, for they knew that he had addressed this parable to them. They watched him closely and sent agents pretending to be righteous who were to trap him in speech, in order to hand him over to the authority and power of the governor.”

The questioners persist with their attempts to incriminate Jesus with the Romans, and to discredit Him with the Jewish people. They lay a trap: “Is it permissible to pay taxes to Caesar, yes or no?” This evokes the memorable reply: “Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s, and unto God what is God’s.”

Next enter the Sadducees, with their own agenda. They were wealthy, materialistic landowners, who had usually a majority in the Sanhedrin. To preserve their own political ascendancy, they tended to side with the occupying powers (Greek or Roman) and support the status quo, 

Although they claimed descent from Zadok, the High Priest in David and Solomon’s time, they were not theologically innovative. They clung to an earlier form of Jewish beliefs. They denied the immortality of the soul and the existence of angels. They rejected the oral Tradition, which the more zealous Pharisees considered a divinely ordained supplement to the written Torah. 
Unlike the Pharisees, the Sadducees regarded any talk of a resurrection after death as nonsense. They had devised a test case to ridicule any talk of resurrection from the dead.
The Levirate law (Deut 25:6)  – from the Latin word levir, "brother-in-law" - stated that "If a man dies, his brother should marry his widow, to raise up children for him,” in order to continue the family line of the deceased brother. The Sadducees invent a hypothetical case of seven brothers, who each marry the same woman one after another. Whose wife will she then be in the afterlife?
The Sadducees’ conception of a future life was purely carnal. Jesus chides them for knowing “neither the scriptures nor the power of God.” The life of those raised from the dead is different from this life. 

We can leave aside other possibilities - that the woman’s bad cooking was to blame and that she will languish in purgatory for aeons; or that she was a poisonous Black Widow, who disposed of her husbands one by one, and will rise only to condemnation, to be thrust down for ever into the smouldering darkness of Gehenna.

Jesus points out that even the Book of Exodus – which the Sadducees did accept – speaks of the deceased Abraham, Isaac and Jacob as somehow alive in God still: “That the dead will rise, even Moses made known in the passage about the bush, when he called 'the Lord' the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob; and he is not God of the dead, but of the living, for to him all are alive 
“They can no longer die, for they are like angels; and they are the children of God.” Since there is no death in heaven, neither begetting nor giving birth is needed. The heavenly population is not to be augmented by sexual reproduction. The sexual relationships of this world will be transcended; the risen body will be the work of God’s creative power.
In this sense the celibacy of priests, monks and nuns is a reminder of the world beyond – an eschatological sign. In a world which idolizes sex, it is vital to have countercultural figures. The celibate life makes it clear that our love for God, our hope of eternal life, our ultimate destiny, is even more important than sex and family life upon earth. 

It is probably because celibacy is such a potent sign of heavenly things, even on the subconscious level, that it makes the Church’s opponents uneasy. Every anti-Catholic movement has attacked celibacy. Atheists and materialists hate it, and seize upon every possible opportunity to denigrate it. For most of the twentieth century, they had the now discredited theories of Sigmund Freud to aid and abet them. 

Modern men and women may be very keen on having sex, but they are not effective at reproducing. So much sex is prematurely sterilized, a barren waste of energy, a lustful entertainment with no link to the future or to the eternal. For this reason much of western Europe is going into demographic collapse. 

When sex is manipulated and degraded so as to rule out even the possibility of offspring, its primary function (the procreation of children) is denied. Its secondary function - the strengthening of the marriage bond - is often absent anyway.  Sex in its modern manifestation is neither procreative nor necessarily unitive, but simply an animal copulation.
How ironic it is that more adult Britons than ever live alone, in this ultra-permissive age, when sex is frequently regarded as the natural climax to an entertaining date. Moreover, the proportion of the population who are married is at an all time low. 
We are concreting our green field and brown field sites with ever more new housing estates largely because of the steady fall in the number of persons per household – itself a consequence of serial partnerships, late marriage, divorce, family break-up, one-parent families. 
Worse, the cost of a family home in London and parts of the south-east puts bringing up a family in reasonable conditions way beyond the means of most young couples. Many houses are just too small for a couple to have more than two or possibly three children.
Even if the British population is set to rise to over 70 million population by about 2030 (Office for National Statistics  prediction), it is the immigrant communities who are steadily repopulating our towns, while the native Anglo-Saxon population declines. The law of demography is remorseless: a race which refuses to reproduce itself is replaced by races which do have children, lots of them. And the poor shall inherit the earth!

Recently Fr Anthony Doe  - a qualified psychoanalyst from Westminster Archdiocese - at a recent meeting of the Association of Priests for the Gospel of Life, described contraception as a "faith killer". Within a generation or two, the faith dies away in many families, as a result of the use of contraception. 

The rejection of the proper ordering of love corrodes the marriage bond from within, and undermines the life of grace. Marital intimacy no longer joins the couple to God, nor does it refresh their love with sacramental divine grace, because they are purposely blocking out the life-giving Creator in advance.
Any priest who actually believes the Papal teaching now finds himself in a roughly one-third minority among the British clergy. Thirty years’ deafening silence has resounded from most diocesan and national organs. Contraception is the elephant in the bedroom which nobody wants to mention, for fear of “upsetting the laity.” The primacy of orgasm has replaced the primacy of Peter.
The immense advances in the Billings and Sympto-thermal methods of Natural Family Planning, which have brought them up to 96-99% efficiency, are seldom mentioned. Admittedly calendar rhythm was only 70% effective  i.e. 30% of women would get pregnant within one year – but we are not talking about that now. 
Unfortunately, the vested commercial interests lie on the side of condom sales, Pill production and abortion supply. The zero cost, natural alternative of NFP is scarcely mentioned and ignorantly ridiculed. The environmental poisoning of our waterways and animal life with powerful contraceptive hormones is seldom mentioned.
We have become sterile, but not like the angels of heaven – more like the fallen angels.
