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The Priest’s Wife: A Vocation in Her Own Right ! and Rite

1. Preliminary Notes

Let me begin with some pre-history. When I

was first asked to speak at this conference, I
immediately replied that I would like to present
a paper on the priest’s wife. Eventually, though,
the question emerged as to whether this would
provide enough of a reflection on the spirituality
of the married clergy couple. The fear was that
the interaction between husband and wife might
not be addressed adequately. I hope, however,
that as I proceed, my focused reflection on a very
particular “half”1 of a very particular marriage,
that is, the priest’s wife, will be seen for the indispensable basis for reflection on the clergy couple
that it is. Consequently, what I will be saying
about the vocation of the priest’s wife will indeed
ultimately relate to the question of “how the
spirituality of Christian marriage and the spirituality of ordained priestly ministry might be
lived out together in their fullness”. It will also
touch upon the “practical challenges to living the
life of a priest or minister while actively engaged
in marriage and family life”.2
As I have just noted, however, I will do this
by focusing on the priest’s wife and elucidating
an appreciation for her experience. My appreciation derives from observing a fair number of
such women throughout my lifetime, especially
my sister-in-law, Irene Bishko Galadza, and my
own wife, Olenka Hanushevsky Galadza. In the
case of the former, I was blessed to be able to
live with my brother and his wife for two and a
half years while finishing high school. Irene was
then a young dobrodiika, or presvitera,3 and it has

been a joy to witness the evolution and fruits of
her ministry over more than four decades.
Several more preliminary notes before I proceed. Considering how much has been written
about the monastic and religious vocations of
women, it is noteworthy that so little attention
has been devoted to the priest’s wife. Even more
noteworthy is the fact that while several Orthodox presviterae have written about either their
own4 or their husband’s vocation,5 in Western
languages not a single married priest – to my
knowledge – has “repaid the favor” by writing
about the wife’s vocation. My paper is an initial
attempt to redress this imbalance.
Of course, the “invisibility” of Eastern Christianity’s clergy wives is a function of the more
general invisibility of women in the Church’s
explicit, or “institutional”, consciousness. But, as
I shall note below, even this sad factor is pregnant with possibilities for a fecund theology of
the priest’s wife (no pun intended). This “invisibility” can be a powerful evocation of the Holy
1

I am using the phrase in its colloquial sense. Naturally,
I do not believe that marriage is a “50-50 proposition”.
2 These were among the desiderata for my presentation
forwarded by INTAMS with the invitation to speak at
the conference.
3 See the explanation of these titles below. Incidentally,
as regards the latter title, in deference to ecclesial realities, I will use the transliteration of the ecclesiastical
(and thus modern) pronunciation, rather than the classical, even though some of the authors I will be citing
retain the form “presbytera”.
4 See, for example, J. S: The Joy to Serve, Montreal: Alexander Press, 2009, and A. P:
Presbytera: The Life, Mission, and Service of the Priest’s
Wife, Boston, MA: Somerset Hall Press, 2004.
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Spirit – the unique Divine “Vital Force”, who
nonetheless remains so intangible and “inconspicuous”.
But before developing this positive theme, let
me point out that at least in Eastern Catholic
circles, part of this invisibility may be related to
the way in which Roman Catholic clergy have
sometimes related to women. (Fortunately, this
has changed in the last several decades, but the
residue seems to endure, at least in certain more
official spheres.) What I have in mind is that if
a woman is seen primarily as “house keeper”,
“clandestine lover”, or “temptress”, this will certainly inhibit reflection on the woman that is the
priest’s wife. I have always been struck by the
insistence among certain church authorities that
the preparation of a married seminarian and his
wife for ministry is their “private concern” rather
than an ecclesial imperative.6 I may be wrong,
but that insistence seems at least somewhat redolent of the aforementioned attitude towards
women. Why, indeed, would one want to bring
a relationship associated with the marginal and/
or clandestine into the open? Thus, to begin dealing with the spirituality of the clergy couple, one
needs to take very seriously the woman sharing
the life of the clergyman. In fact, one also needs
to start asking how the priest is sharing her life?
Another point to be made before proceeding
is that in today’s social climate, almost any reflection by a man extolling the sacrifices of women
– and the sacrificial nature of a female vocation
– will be perceived by some as “typically patriarchal”. I must say, however, that I am at a loss
as to how to deal with the objection, especially
as my point is not to “impose” a role on women
as much as it is to comment on the noble selfgiving that I have observed and to note how it
conforms to a life-giving tradition.
My penultimate preliminary note is that I shall
henceforth cease using the term “priest’s wife” or
“clergy wife” in my paper. Instead, the term presvitera or similar terms will be used. This is because
within Eastern Christianity this woman generally
has her own title. And while the title is frequently
related to the priest’s title, it is a designation that
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suggests a vocation that goes beyond her simply
being married to him. Thus, within the local
church – and Church at large – this woman is a
mother to spiritual children (pani matka or
matushka),7 a benefactress aiding others (dobrodiika),8 or an elder (presvitera) alongside the presviteros. In Arabic, one even gets khouria, which is
the female form of “priest”. Incidentally, a thesis
waiting to be written should analyze the curious
fact that in Western languages the clergyman’s
wife is not distinguished by a title. Is it possible
that the Latin Church’s ban on the ordination of
married candidates to the presbyterate left its mark
so forcefully that even after the Reformation’s
restoration of married clergy it was difficult for
Westerners to think in terms of a vocation, and
thus a title, for the clergyman’s wife?
My final preliminary remark relates to something that I learned just two months ago. Apparently, during a discussion about the ordination
of married men to the presbyterate, Cardinal
Joachim Meisner (former archbishop of Cologne)
was supposed to have said that should the Roman
Church ever revive the practice, bishops would
have to be able to find two vocations, not just
one. I mention this because for years I have been
insisting that a married clergy only works where
the woman also has a vocation – even if it be
entirely inconspicuous or non-active.9 I am glad
to note the Cardinal’s concurrence.
To give you a sense of where I am headed in
this paper, I plan to develop several theological
images for the presvitera, and then turn to several
concrete issues that face contemporary clergy
couples, especially in a climate of evolving gender
roles. All of this will hopefully contribute to a
discussion about the marital spirituality of the
presvitera and her husband.
2. Theological Images
2.1. The Holy Spirit
Already in the pre-Nicene period, various images
emerge to correlate ecclesial ministries to biblical
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or theological archetypes. Thus, the Didascalia
apostolorum (ca. 275) correlates the bishop to God
the Father, the deacon to Christ, the female deacon to the Holy Spirit (to be discussed below),
and the presbyters to the apostles.10 One need
not be a Platonist to believe in the importance
of such correlations. Mimesis is constitutive of
our being in the world, and in spite of modern
existentialism’s insistence on the inauthenticity
of imitation, no one lives without deference to
some kind of example or model.
What models come to mind when we think
of the presvitera? The most common is that of
the Mother of God. At least two presviterae have
reflected on the Theotokos as an inspiration for
their own role and mission in the Church.11 But
before turning to these reflections, allow me to
discuss the aforementioned image applied to the
deaconess.
It is usually presumed that the Didascalia apostolorum’s correlation of the female deacon to the
Holy Spirit derives in part from the fact that at
this time, the word for “spirit” in the Syriac language was a feminine noun.12 But I wonder if there
is more to it than this. Of course, my paper is not
devoted to the female diaconate, but the correlation “woman” and “Spirit” remains significant in
the context of our discussion all the same.
Let me explain why. By the end of the first
millennium almost all traces of an effective ministry for female deacons will have disappeared in
the Christian East – even if faint remnants of the
tradition remain.13 But the Church knows of several cases where the disappearance of an important aspect of her thought or practice is compensated for in some other way. For example, as Karl
Rahner has written with regards to Christology,
once the humanity of Christ comes to be downplayed in the late patristic period, the Church’s
consciousness acquires a strong Marian accent.14
Mary keeps awareness of divine humanity alive.
(One could mention other such transferals.) Is
it not possible that with the demise of the female
diaconate, at least some of the latter’s more general roles passed to the presvitera? Of course, I
am not arguing causality here. But I would like

to propose that this ancient correlation between
the Holy Spirit and a female mission in the
Church is quite suggestive. It can even help
develop aspects of the marital spirituality being
discussed here. But even without thinking in
terms of a transfer of roles, a transfer of metaphor
or model seems quite appropriate.
What I am suggesting then, is that just as the
Holy Spirit – who is certainly indispensible in
the divine economy – is nonetheless thoroughly
kenotic in Her vitality to the point that even
graphic imagery for the Holy Spirit is virtually
absent (save the Dove and one or two symbolic
images), so also the presvitera’s energeiae, as it
were, have frequently been powerfully experienced, yet without the kind of articulation typical, on the other hand, for Christ, the incarnate
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See J. S: My Journey with Father Alexander,
Montreal: Alexander Press, 2006.
This is the approach taken by a fair number of Eastern
Catholic ecclesiastical authorities in Ukraine, which is
particularly ironic as the vast majority of diocesan priests
there are married.
Pani matka is literally “Lady Mother” (an East Ukrainian appellation); matushka (a term popular among
Russians) is “little mother”. The diminutive in the latter, however, connotes endearment. English does not
convey this. For an introduction to other titles for the
priest’s wife, see A. P: Presbytera, 48-51.
This Ukrainian form derives from dobro (good) and
diyaty (to act or do).
See my editorial on married Eastern Catholic clergy:
P. G: “Married Eastern Catholic Priests: The
Continuing Saga of Identifying ‘Latin’ with ‘Catholic’”,
in: Logos: A Journal of Eastern Christian Studies 51
(2010), 219-228.
For an English translation, see J.T. L: Ministry,
Wilmington, DE: Michael Glazier, 1984 (Message of
the Fathers of the Church; 8), 52.
I. G: “The Vocation of the Presbytera: Icon of
the Theotokos in the midst of the Ministerial Priesthood”, pre-publication manuscript (used with permission of author).
See, for example, S.A. H: “Feminine Imagery for
the Divine: the Holy Spirit, the Odes of Solomon, and
Early Syriac Tradition”, in: St. Vladimir’s Theological
Quarterly 37 (1993), 111-39.
See K.K. F: Women Deacons in the Orthodox
Church: Called to Holiness and Ministry, Brookline, MA:
Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 1998.
K. R: “On the Theology of the Incarnation,” in:
Theological Investigations, v. 4, trans. K. Smyth, Baltimore: Helicon, 1966, 101.
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Word. Of course, an incarnate reality will naturally be more visible, “vivid”, and concrete. But
who of us would suggest that the Holy Spirit is
somehow less powerful because of this “kenosis
of conspicuousness”.
Before continuing, however, three important
reminders: I am not proposing metaphysics, but
metaphors. Theology and doctrine have frequently taken ill-fated detours because theologians forgot the distinction. Secondly, the metaphors or models for the presvitera that I am
proposing here could easily be supplemented
by others. Today we are more aware of diverse
representations for the priest (for example,
Augustine’s idea of the priest as an image of “the
Friend of the Bridegroom”15). Thus, the development of a similar diversity awaits reflection on
the presvitera. And third, an underlying assumption of mine is that male/female distinctiveness
is not only to be tolerated, it is to be celebrated.
Equality is not identity, and humanity is suffering – I believe – as a result of the desire to obliterate gender distinctions. (The latter is a broad
issue, of course, which I cannot even begin to
discuss here.) In any case, those insistent on
blurring the differences will likely be displeased
with my choice of a distinctive metaphor for the
priest’s wife.
Before turning to the next model, allow me
to give some examples of this “pneumatic kenosis” or “potent invisibility”, as it were. These
examples reveal that at times the presvitera’s sense
of vocation must be even greater than her husband’s. This is because while the priest receives
the respect and attention that come with his
wearing distinctive garb, his wife frequently
works for the parish community without any
such recognition. It is very common for the priest
to be seated at a head table during banquets or
other events, while his wife is either in the
kitchen or at least seated separately. The latter is
especially “kenotic”, as it were, when the mayor’s
wife or parish council president’s spouse is seated
next to her husband, but the priest’s wife is not.
This, incidentally, is especially common in Eastern Catholic circles, where experience with a
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celibate clergy frequently causes the community
on such occasions to separate the priest from his
wife.16
In the same vein, one needs to mention the
humiliation borne by Eastern Catholic presviterae
whose husbands were ordained clandestinely,
usually in foreign lands, owing to the Vatican
ban on the ordination of married candidates in
Western countries, lifted just recently.17 The
priest would return from his ordination, an ordination in which his wife had no part, and she
and he would have to endure the embarrassment
of witnessing people’s doubts about their status.
Worse yet, as Eastern Catholics, they would find
themselves in parishes where for decades the
parishioners had been told that a married priest
is inferior – not to mention a financial burden
on the parish. The woman and her children,
according to this line of thinking, make the married priest a liability. Fortunately, such attitudes
are changing – and in some cases rather quickly.
But the kind of inconspicuousness – and
humbling – mentioned here pales in comparison
with that of the hundreds of women who accompanied their husbands into the Gulag during the
Soviet persecution of the Church. They have
rarely been the subject of articles or books. Historians have acknowledged the priest-martyrs or
confessors, but have written little about the struggles of their wives. Few, for example, know that
five of the twenty-seven new martyrs and confessors beatified by John Paul II in 2001 in Ukraine
were married priests.
In adducing such examples, the point is not
to agitate for more “affirmation”, “influence”, or
“power” (as appropriate and just as this may be),
but rather to draw inspiration from this kind of
kenosis. Consequently, men, witnessing this selfabnegation, should be motivated to ask themselves how in their lives the presvitera’s humility
might be imitated. And the need for men to be
thus moved cannot be overemphasized. Otherwise, my (that is, a male’s) praise for the presvitera’s humility will indeed be perceived as a
“patriarchal imposition”. Incidentally, a remark
by the present Pope seems very apropos. In
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response to a complaint about priests wearing
cassocks, he once stated that he was not concerned about this, provided the priests were willing to roll up the sleeves of their robes after an
event and pitch in to help with the clean up. In
the context of the present reflection, he might
have said, “provided the priest is willing to imitate his wife”.
There is one more issue that should be
adduced before turning to our next model. I
mentioned above the question of transference of
roles within the Church. As we know, part of
the reason that female deacons were so important
in the early Church is that they could minister
in situations where social mores made it difficult
for men to perform these tasks: thus, the anointing of the female baptizand’s body, or the visitation of women’s domestic quarters by a deaconess. Similarly, as regards present-day situations
to which men do not always have access, and yet
which require the Church’s ministry, Dobrodiika
Irene Bishko Galadza has written:
Women, in particular, having reached a comfort
level with their presbytera, come to her with very
personal struggles and pain: the loss of a child in
the womb, the crumbling of a marriage, the pain
of an abortion many years ago, the struggles with
a spouse or child with mental illness … The list
of crosses people bear is endless.18

Now certainly the priest, too, is supposed to be
present to women – and men – coping with these
very personal struggles and pains. But with the
decline, nay virtual demise, of the sacrament of
penance (Confession) in so many parishes, not to
mention other factors such as the parishioners’
legitimate turn to psychotherapy or counseling,
many priests will hear about some of these pains
and struggles far less often than their wives. More
importantly, women in the parish are frequently
loathe to discuss matters of sexual morality or relationships with a male priest – and sometimes quite
understandably. I speak from experience when I
say that it is the presvitera who frequently knows
what is happening in a parish far better than her
husband. And when the presbyter and presvitera
both have a vocation as “father” and “mother”,

the presvitera’s presence and care are life-giving
indeed. In other words, the presvitera’s knowledge
of the situation is not simply a matter of her curiosity or interest, but of profound solicitude.
2.2. The Mother of God
This brings us to the next model that I want to
reflect on: that of the Mother of God. The
Ukrainian titles pani matka (“lady mother”) or
the Russian matushka (“little mother”) naturally
evoke this model. For this reflection, however,
allow me to begin with a practitioner’s formulation – again, my sister-in-law’s article. Incidentally, her reference to “unknown crosses” provides an appropriate transition from the theme
of “inconspicuous”, yet powerful, kenosis. “The
woman who has already made a marital commitment faces the challenge of lifting that commitment to a higher level with her promise to be a
‘spiritual life-giver’ and bear the unknown crosses
of her ministry as a presvitera.”19
Dobrodiika Irene then writes: “Following the
example of Mary, the presbytera, fulfilling her role
as Icon of the Theotokos, can be that maternal presence in her community, complementing the
paternal and apostolic ministry of her husband.”20
15 I have not been able to locate Augustine’s text in a
published edition of his works, and I would usually be
loathe to cite it from the internet, except that it is none
other than the renowned scholar, Fr. Joseph Komonchak, who cites Augustine in the following blog: http://
povcrystal.blogspot.ca/2011/09/friend-of-bridegroom.
html (accessed March 10, 2015).
16 Along similar lines, I recently heard of a dobrodiika in
Ukraine who had been serving the bishop and other
guests all afternoon and evening during a parish feast
(praznyk). Around ten o’clock at night, as the celebration was winding down and the guests were leaving, the
priest said to those few who remained: “Please don’t be
offended that my wife will also be leaving soon. Today
was her birthday.”
17 This history has yet to be written, but between the 1950s
and the mid-1990s most of the wives of North American
candidates for presbyteral ordination were not allowed
to attend the ordinations out of concern for maximum
secrecy.
18 I. G: “The Vocation of the Presbytera”, 8.
19 Ibid. 2.
20 Ibid.
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I shall return to the question of apostolic ministry below, but here I should mention a particular
dimension of the presvitera’s maternity. All mothers are required to protect their children. But in
the clergy household this task takes on a unique
feature. Certainly a wounded clergy family will
hurt a parish community – not to mention the
clerical marriage. This is what Presvitera Bishko
Galadza writes about this question:

Unlike children of doctors, teachers or other professionals working with the public, children of
priests live in their father’s work environment. As
such, they are often witnesses to much of the activity surrounding parish life, including both the
triumphs and the failures that inevitably come
with the territory. They may, for example, be well
within earshot of a disgruntled parishioner verbalizing his or her dissatisfaction with their pastor’s
performance. Children cannot distinguish between
someone’s founded or unfounded complaint
against their father. They simply see that their dad
is under attack, and by extension feel personally
attacked as well. Even hearing another priest or
his family being criticized can cause children anxiety, for they envision the same happening to their
family. The emotional pain and insecurity children
experience in such situations can stay with them
for a very long time. If their woundedness is not
dealt with, the effect on their emotional and spiritual life can be devastating. It is no wonder children of priests so often shy away from involvement
in the Church and in extreme cases reject their
faith altogether.

Protecting children from this kind of destructive
experience is no easy task, especially if the parish
residence is located adjacent to the church, but
it must be done at all costs. Though this is the
mutual responsibility of both parents, the presbytera is the one most often tending her children
when they require the protective omophorion
(mantle) of a mother.21
Having adduced the example of a presvitera
protecting her biological children from corrosive
experiences in the parish, a fortiori this applies
to her role in protecting all of the parish’s children from the kinds of abuse that we have seen
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dominate the headlines in the last two decades.
We know of the exemplary protection and advocacy undertaken by Catholic nuns in such situations. Certainly the presvitera is in a similar
position to safeguard young parishioners.
Finally, let me mention a less dramatic,
though still significant, form of pastoral motherhood. I had been a priest for only several months
when a young man in the parish decided to seek
me out for counseling. I had met with him once.
Then, when he came to the rectory the second
time I was away, and he spent a fair amount of
time talking to my wife. The following week he
showed up again, and my wife apologized that
I was absent again. The young man responded,
however: “That’s OK, I actually wanted to speak
with you, not Fr. Peter.” Obviously, my wife
was doing a better job than I. And possibly the
man needed a spiritual mother more than a
father.
2.3. Myrrhbearer and Animator
I now turn to an image, which, like that of the
Holy Spirit, apparently has also not been correlated to the presvitera. The image, or metaphor,
is that of the Myrrhbearing woman as animator.
The Byzantine liturgical tradition provides inspiration. Among the latter’s rich hymnography we
find the following: “With the tomb opened and
Hades lamenting, Mary cried to the apostles in
hiding, ‘Come out, you workers of the vineyard,
proclaim the word of the Resurrection: The Lord
has risen, granting the world his great mercy!”’
(Sunday Matins, Resurrection Kathismata: After
the First Reading from the Psalter, Tone 6).
Similarly: “O Lord, after Your Resurrection on
the third day, and the worship of the apostles,
Peter cried to You: ‘Women had courage, but
I was a coward” (Sunday Matins, Resurrection
Kathismata: After the Second Reading from the
Psalter, Tone 5).
The apostles are in hiding, and Peter is
afraid. But the Myrrhbearers display a particular loyalty and love for Christ. They risk derision in order to anoint the Lord – to engulf His
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body with tender affection. It is this loyalty to
the Lord that compels them to challenge the
apostles. Something greater than hierarchies
exists. It is Jesus Christ. And women testify to
this.
This image is of particular significance for me.
Frequently it is my wife who reminds me that I
have not returned a phone call to someone in
need. Frequently it is my wife who prompts me
to visit someone in the hospital. And frequently
it is my wife who informs me that I had better
prepare my homily, especially as the last one was
so bad. Indeed, “Come out, you workers of the
vineyard!”
In today’s Church, when diocesan clergy
rarely have a fellow priest in the rectory to provide that kind of fraternal correction, and when
religious communities no longer practice anything resembling a chapter of faults, the form of
accountability and animation provided by the
presvitera can be effective indeed. In fact, one of
the contemporary Church’s greatest problems is
that unlike secular institutions, the Church’s
official representatives have essentially no mechanism for implementing accountability “from
below”. A presvitera with a strong sense of vocation will nonetheless regularly remind her husband that he serves a Lord and Church that dare
not be taken for granted.
Finally, let me adduce another example from
the former USSR. In early April 1945 the Soviets
were about to arrest all the bishops of Ukraine’s
Greco-Catholic Church. The last seminarian to
be ordained publicly by any one of them was a
young man by the name of Myron Pidlisecky of
Ivano-Frankivsk. However, he ended up being
ordained only because his wife literally pushed
him onto the train to Lviv (about an hour away)
before the hierarch there was arrested and sent
to the Gulag.22 I’m not sure that one can impute
cowardice to Pidlisetsky, but his wife certainly
displayed courage. And incidentally, in keeping
with the theme of the presvitera’s inconspicuous
ministry, note that while I know the priest’s first
name, I do not know his wife’s. But how potent
was her action!

3. A Vocation in Her Own Rite
I hope that it is not too difficult to see how the
images and narratives presented thus far will help
us in the construction of a spirituality for the
clergy couple. However, before turning to this
issue more directly, allow me to indicate how in
the case of an Eastern Christian priest and his
wife, this spirituality will take on a particular
quality. This is why I have added “Rite” to
“Right” in the subheading above (even though,
fortunately, we no longer speak of Eastern
“Rites”, but rather “Churches”.) The particularity
derives from the fact that, as noted before, the
Eastern Christian priest’s wife bears a title of her
own. But it can also be related to a quotation of
the twelfth-century Byzantine canonist, Theodore
Balsamon. In response to the question whether
the widow of a priest should be allowed to remarry, Balsamon writes that she should not, “for
the wives of priests, who are reckoned one body
and one priestly flesh through union with priests,
who consequently are ordained, so to speak [emphasis added], should not be profaned by second
marriage.”23 The nuptial union of the priest and
his wife – their unity of flesh – constitutes a kind
of ordination for the woman. Thus, a mild
nuancing of Bishop Kallistos Ware’s comments
seems in order – even though he is, strictly speaking, absolutely correct. The renowned Orthodox
theologian writes: “[The presvitera] is not
ordained for this task, but is simply exercising in
a particular manner the royal priesthood that is
the common inheritance of all.”24 And incidentally, I am not citing Balsamon to endorse his
opinion regarding re-marriage, but rather to note
his exalted view of the presvitera.
21 Ibid. 6.
22 Story recounted to the author in March 2008 by Bishop
Borys Gudziak, Ordinary of the Ukrainian Catholic
Eparchy of Paris.
23 G.A. R/M. P (eds.): Syntagma ton theion kai
hieron kanonon, vol. 4, Athens, 1852-1859, 193.
24 K. W: “Man, Woman and the Priesthood of Christ”,
in: T. H (ed.): Women and the Priesthood, Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1983, 32.
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When I was newly ordained, a group of us
younger married priests along with several married deacons and our wives organized a one-day
retreat for ourselves. We invited a very supportive celibate Eastern priest to lead us in a reflection on what our ministry meant for us, especially as married couples. During the day he
posed the question: “Which comes first, your
marriage or your ministry?” Most of the couples
responded, “our marriage”. This, of course, is in
keeping with the approach advocated in Roman
Catholic diaconal programs. The logic is: “You
were married before you were ordained, and thus
your marriage has a priority.” Now, while any
attempt to be strictly linear or systematic with
regards to such an existential question will lead
to frustration, the tradition of the Eastern
Church compels us to answer the aforementioned question more equivocally. And I think
it may be the reason that my wife and I felt odd
about the answer that most gave, even before we
had ever heard of Balsamon’s reference to “the
ordination, so to speak” of the presvitera. For if,
indeed, the presvitera possesses an ecclesial vocation as well, any facile delineation of ecclesial and
marital, or parochial and familial, will be artificial. This, of course, does not mean that the two
should be melded or confused. But they should
not be in conflict – at least not most of the time.
Indeed, in the presbyteral marriage the universal
“royal priesthood that is the common inheritance
of all”, should be consistently synergized, to the
extent possible with the ministerial priesthood.
But a crucial cautionary note is required here:
there simply cannot be one single way to be presvitera – especially in our day. There will be women
who will serve wondrously in this capacity without
“doing” anything discernably “ecclesial”. However, the clerical marriage will frequently fail if
the presvitera actually opposes, resents, or hinders
her husband’s vocation. But this is basic to any
marital spirituality.
Incidentally, something that has tended to
make a difference in the lives of presviterae is
whether they grew up with living models, that
is, older presviterae, who provided patterning for
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them in their own roles. Irene Bishko and my
own wife, both had grandmothers in Ukraine
who were exemplary dobrodiiky. My wife’s grandmother, in fact, had spent ten years in Siberia
not only with her priest-husband, but with the
youngest of their ten children. Thus, the notion
that this kind of marriage involves particular
kinds of sacrifices was part of their upbringing.
And it has contributed to a lessening of tension
surrounding what otherwise could be conflicting
roles and expectations.
One should note – though without any desire
to even obliquely criticize anyone – that a higher
percentage of clerical divorce occurs in cases
where the Eastern Catholic priest’s wife was of
the Latin Rite. This should not be surprising. The
world of the married priest is one that a Latin
Rite woman can find quite alien. In any case, it
is quite difficult for her to prepare throughout
her youth for a role that she may not even have
known existed until she met her future husband.
As regards the question “What are some of the
practical challenges to living the life of a priest or
minister while actively engaged in marriage and
family life?” – certainly something that comes to
mind is financial sustainability. In North America, the married Eastern Catholic priest and his
wife will never enjoy the kind of opportunities
or amenities associated with the lifestyles of professionals. The question of finances, in fact, has
been one of the principle arguments for opposing
the ordination of married men in North America.
But again, the presvitera’s sense of vocation is the
key to dealing with this. Why do we patronize
her by presuming that she is incapable of the
kinds of sacrifices made by other women – and
by men? If, indeed, the evangelical counsels,
which include poverty, are to be lived by all
Christians according to their own abilities, why
suddenly exclude the presvitera? This approach
to the evangelical counsels was promoted by
Metropolitan Andrey Sheptytsky,25 and it is certainly in keeping with the Orthodox notion of
interiorized monasticism.
As regards the question, “How might the spirituality of Christian marriage and the spirituality
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of ordained priesthood be lived out together in
their fullness?” I would return to the notion of
the presvitera as icon of the Holy Spirit, and
recall St. Irenaeus of Lyons’s notion that the
Word and Spirit are, as it were, the “two hands
of God”.26 With all due reminders that this, too,
is a metaphor, I think it nonetheless points in
the direction of a dynamic paradigm. Hands are
intended to work together. Together they accomplish wonders. And they are coordinated by a
single head, following the promptings of a single
heart. If God is indeed at the centre of this relationship, the coordination will be effective – and
fruitful. Maybe most importantly in today’s climate of evolving gender roles, there will be equality without uniformity. Which hand is more
important, the right or left? (And note that not
all people are right-handed.) This kind of complimentarity in the interests of serving God has
great possibilities for helping couples overcome
some of the tensions that occur in the area of
marital or gender “status”, and/or “priority”.
4. Conclusion
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In conclusion, the association of “woman” with
“the Spirit” has particular significance for spirituality. Any authentic Christian spirituality can
only be related to the Holy Spirit. And “the fruit
of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering,
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, selfcontrol” (Gal 5,22-23). Fr. Basilio Petrà, in his
ground-breaking book, Preti celibi e preti sposati,
has developed a superb reflection on the distinctive charism of married priests.27 I hope my reflection has at least signaled in part how that charism
relies on the icon of the Holy Spirit, the presvitera,
for some of its fruitfulness.
25 A. S: “Khrystiians’ka Pravednist’” [Christian
Righteousness], in: S. H (ed.): Tvory –
Asketychno-moral’ni, Rome: Ukrainian Catholic University, 1978, 392.
26 Against Heresies, IV, Preface.
27 B. P: Preti celibi e preti sposati: Due carismi della
Chiesa cattolica, Assisi: Cittadella, 2011.
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• Summary

The Priest’s Wife: A Vocation in Her Own Right ! and Rite

Eastern Christians have retained
the apostolic tradition of a married presbyterate. The author
reflects on the need to appreciate
the vocation and role of the
priest’s wife for various reasons,

not the least of which is the way
that such an appreciation can
benefit the clergy couple’s relationship. He suggests several
theological models for the identity and work of the presvitera,
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and analyzes the significance of
the fact that in all of the Eastern
Churches the priest’s wife has a
distinctive title.

