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A STUDY OF THE "RESIGNED" PRIEST 

FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF 

LEVINSON'S PSYCHOSOCIAL THEORY OF ADULT DEVELOPMENT 

(Order No. ) 

MICHAEL ROBERT TRAMONTE 

Boston University, School of Education, 1986 

Major Professor: Ralph L. Mosher, Ed. D., 

Professor of Education 

This qualitative study investigated the reasons why American priests 

resigned their ministries. Two separate analytical lenses were used. One lens 

included a thematic analysis of reasons for resignation, and a second lens 

involved a developmental study of the men applying Levinson's psychosocial 

theory of adult development. 

The sample interviewed by the investigator consisted of sixteen men located 

through the "snowball technique." The men were born between 1927 and 

1943; ordained American priests between 1955 and 1974; and resigned their 

ministries between 1974 and 1983. The interview consisted of four structured 

questions developed with input from Professor Levinson and ten shorter ones 

designed for this research. Numerous follow-up telephone calls were made to 

clarify interview data and to obtain additional information. 

The results of the thematic analysis identified numerous reasons for the 

men's decisions to leave such as: love for a particular woman; loneliness, 

intimacy, and sexuality; celibacy and marriage; dissatisfaction with Church 

and/or religious order or diocesan living; and search for freedom and autonomy. 

Vatican II and a personal relationship with a woman were significant marker 

events in the men's lives. 
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Regarding the developmental analysis, the intent of this study was not to 

confirm or refute Levinson's theory but to understand the development of the 

sixteen men by applying his theory. Nevertheless, the results of the 

developmental analysis seemed to support Levinson's postulation of alternating 

structure-building and structure-changing periods but appeared to question his 

construct of age-linked periods especially for men in middle adulthood. 

Although this study supported his reported developmental tasks, it found that 

the men in the study dealt with some of them at a later age than postulated. 

Consequently, the writer concluded that Levinson's theory may need to be 

modified when applying it to men who have committed themselves to a Catholic 

professional religious life-style. The men developed differently than Levinson's 

sample because of the unique structure of the institutional Church and 

priesthood that seemed to delay the men's attainment of responsibility and 

independence. Several implications and recommendations for further research 

were suggested. 
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CHAPTER I 

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 

The world today is significantly different from the one of twenty or twenty-five 

years ago. According to Toffler (1970), the world is such that people living in it 

"are victims of future shock: the shattering stress and disorientation that we 

induce in individuals by subjecting them to too much change in too short a time" 

(p. 2). Because of "future shock," our relationships in social situations with 

people, things, places, organizations, and ideas have changed from one of 

permanency to one of transiency. Because of this rapid pace of change, the 

Roman Catholic Church today is an example of a social institution that is very 

different from the Church prior to 1960 (Hennesey, 1981; Kennedy, 1984). 

Consequently, Catholics have found their lives affected by the changing Church 

which, in turn, has been affected by the larger society. How the Roman Catholic 

changed will be reported shortly in this dissertation. 

Distinctly challenged within the membership of the Catholic Church is the 

priest. The changes of Vatican Council II (1962-1965), the first council since 

Vatican I of 1869-1870 (Abbott & Gallagher, 1966). altered the whole sense and 

direction of the priesthood. As a result of Vatican ll's renewal, on the one hand, 

and the changes of the larger society, on the other hand, thousands of priests 

withdrew from the institutional priesthood. Although research on this 

phenomenon will be reviewed in Chapter II of this study, it is relevant here to 

cite some main research that identifies some principal reasons for the priestly 

exodus. Included are: (I) loss of identity (Schallert & Kelley, 1970; O'Brien , 1971); 

(2) loneliness (Kennedy & Heckler, 1971; Schoenherr & Greeley, 1974); (3) 

emotional immaturity (Kennedy & Heckler); (4) problems with authority (National 

Opinion Research Center (NORC), 1972); (5) celibacy (NORC, 1972); and 
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personal development and growth (Kennedy & Heckler, 1971; and Kennedy, 

Heckler, Kobler, & Walker, 1977). 

Statistics on the Priestly Exodus 

According to Mallon (1978, p. 14), the practice of priests leaving the priesthood 

voluntarily is not new. For example, prior to Vatican II, from 1939-1962, the 

Roman Curia announced that one to three dozen priests a year were 

dispensed from the obligations of the priesthood. The number of priests leaving 

changed drastically overnight after the closing of Vatican II. In 1965, when 

Vatican II ended, 1,189 dispensations were granted, and in 1973, the peak of the 

requests for dispensations, 3,597 dispensations were granted (Mallon , 1978, p. 

14). From 1963-1971, some 22,000 to 25,000 priests left the priesthood with the 

permisson of Rome; 80% of them ranged in age from 30 to 45 (Kung, 1971, p. 

281). During Pope Paul VI's pontificate (1963-1978), 30,000 priests were 

dispensed from celibacy and the clerical state (Bausch, 1982, p. 12). The exodus 

of priests in the United States from 1967-1982 reached 12,000 . 

The exodus numbers and percentages cited above are conservative. They 

represent figures on those priests who petitioned Rome for papal dispensation 

from celibacy and the clerical state. The statistics do not include the number of 

priests who petitioned Rome for dispensation but were refused and the number 

of priests who did not formally petition Rome at all. 

Richard Schoenherr, the leading analyst of diocesan priest data, estimated 

that about 12.5% to 13.5% of all active diocesan priests in 1970 resigned in the 

following decade (Schoenherr and Sorensen, 1981; 1982). Other investigators, 

Shields and Verdieck (1985) , the leading compilers of religious order priest 

data, estimated that about 15% to 17% of all religious order priests active in 

1970 resigned in the following ten years. The highest rate of religious order 
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resignations was from1967 to 1973. Hoge, Shields, & Verdieck(1986) reported 

that such a finding was probably true for diocesan priests as well. 

Currently, there is a shortage of priests in the United States. According to the 

1982 Kenedy Official Catholic Directory, there were 58,083 religious and 

diocesan priests in the United States while according to its 1985 current 

directory, there are 57,317 priests, a decrease of 766 priests. By the year 2000 , 

projections are that about half of the priests ordained in the United States will 

resign because of a rejection of the Church's regulation on celibacy 

('Disappearing," 1982, p. 420). Also, since 1965, in the United States, there has 

been both a decrease in priestly and other religious vocations. The number of 

religious order brothers has declined 35 percent, the number of women 

religious order sisters has declined 30 percent, the number of diocesan priests 

has declined 18 percent, and the number of religious order priests has declined I 

percent (Sherry, 1983, p. 59). 

The American Catholic Experience 

The purpose of this dissertation is to report, analyze, and synthesize 

interviews with sixteen resigned priests living in the United States. Two 

different lenses will be used to understand these men: one lens will be a 

thematic analysis and the other will be an analysis using Levinson's theory of 

adult psychosocial development. In order to set the background for these 

analyses, a historical and sociocultural description of the resignees' world is 

needed to understand fully the men's personal and anguished decisions to 

leave the institutional priesthood. More specifically, it is necessary to describe 

how the Catholic Church has changed in order to provide a social and historical 

context tor the priests' resignation from the active ministry of the Church. These 

priests were not only influenced by the Church, but, in effect, also influenced it. 
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The men were not just passive recipients of social input, but they were also 

active agents in creating the social experiences that influenced their 

development. 

According to Hennessy (1981) , the history of Catholicism in the United States 

can be divided into three separate periods: (I) the basic "American" period 

roughly from 1634 to 1829; (2) the "major immigrant period" from the 1830's to 

1960 creating centralization and uniformity in the 19th century Church; and (3) 

the current period beginning around 1960 when Pope John XXIII was elected to 

the pontificate in 1958. He later convened the historic Second Vatican Council, 

probably the most important religious event of this century. Also of importance 

during this period was the election of John F. Kennedy in 1960 as the first 

Catholic President of the United States. Hennessy (1981) reported that this later 

period of the Church was significantly influenced by its social context of 

personalism, humanism, and respect for the rights of individuals: 

Churches, along with other institutions of society, felt the impact of 
the growing emphasis on personalism and the rights of the 
individual. The dogmas of humanism competed with those of 
theology. War, civil rights, students' rights, women's rights, racial 
problems, ecology, and consumerism replaced concerns 
popularly associated with organized religion and seemed to many 
to render the churches irrelevant (p. 7). 

Kennedy (1984), like Hennessey (1981), divides the American Catholic 

experience principally into immigrant Catholicism and postimmigrant 

Catholicism. These two phases of American Catholicism will now be 

summarized. 

The First Phase of the American Experience: Immigrant Catholicism 

Immigrant Catholicism was divided into two eras. The first era occurred during 

the 19th century when a heavy Catholic immigration from Europe and Latin 

America assimilated into the American society. The newcomers brought their 
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cultural Catholicism with them. These immigrants were not only socialized by 

the American culture , but they , in turn , influenced the American culture 

particularly the Catholic Church. The Church in this era was energetic and 

open to the concepts and practice of American democracy. There were signs of 

an intellectual and theological renaissance which held great promise in the 

Church. 

The second era of immigrant Catholicism began around 1900 and lasted for 

about half a century. This is the pre-Vatican II Church remembered today by 

most Catholic adults, middle-aged and older. It had a strong authority­

orientation and was more than just a religion; it was also a way of life for its 

members. Kennedy (1984) cited Pope Pius X's 1907 encyclical , On The 

Doctrines of the Modernists (Pascendi Dominici Gregis). as a precipitating factor 

in changing the direction of the Church. The encyclical condemned Modernism , 

a belief in "applying new methods of scholarship to biblical and theolog ical 

issues" (Kennedy, 1984, pp. 30-31) and attacked Modernism's "alleged heresy." 

To understand the later development of Vatican II and its impact upon the 

American Church and the priests who withdrew from the active institutional 

ministry, this pre-Vatican II Church era of immigrant Catholicism will be further 

described. 

Kennedy (1984) stated, "The immigrant Church had an obsessive-compulsive 

ethic of authority and obedience" (p. 5). "Good Catholics" were persons who 

conformed to the Church's regulations in all its promulgations and who sought 

the Church's counsel for solutions to their personal moral dilemmas. In 

seeking advice for direct and unambiguous Catholic solutions to moral 

dilemmas, Catholics went to the priest who was considered the mediator 

between God and the people. Emphasis on obedience to authority in th is era of 
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American Catholicism was reminiscent of conventional thinking in Kohlberg's 

(1984) cognitive-developmental approach to moral development. In the latter 

terms, immigrant Catholics, including both priests and the laity, were 

conventional thinkers who identified themselves with the Catholic Church , who 

internalized the absolute rules and expectations of the Church which defined 

roles and duties for its members, and who considered "the good thing to do is 

that which the Church approves" (Duska & Whelan, 1975, p. 87). 

The priests in this immigrant Church were considered well "educated 

persons, who exacted obedience to the faith and served as arbiters, 

translators, and as supporters and defenders of their flocks as they 

adjusted to American ways" (Kennedy, 1984, p. 5). To raise the 

educational and moral levels of the immigrant Catholics, the Church 

constructed schools. As a consequence of the immigrant Church's high 

priority for the education of its members, the Church socialized a new 

class of educated Catholics; and by 1950, the balance of power in the 

Church began to change with both priests and the laity now educated. 

A vocation to the priesthood during the immigrant phase of the 

American Catholic experience was considered as not only a blessing 

and a privilege to the candidate but also to his family who felt a positive 

sense of social esteem. Kennedy (1984) reported, "The dutiful 

acceptance of a 'felt' calling, the submission of the self to Church 

authorities, the rejection of the world and its standards, these were 

powerful dynamics in attracting extremely talented sons to the immigrant 

Church" (p. 54). Catholics perceived the world with the priest as its 

center. The priest was adulated and "was elevated to a stature of almost 

mythic respect and dignity in the community" (Kennedy, 1984, p. 4). He 
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was considered a charasmatic figure. To demonstrate the respect for the 

superhuman functions of a priest during the era of the immigrant Church, 

de Hueck (1950) described the priest. 

For a priest is a miracle of God's love to us; a man who, through 
his sacrament of ordination, becomes another Christ with powers 
that beggar human imagination ... nothing can be greater in this 
world of ours than a priest. Nothing but God himself. 
A priest is a holy man because he walks before the Face of the All 
Holy. 
A priest understands all things. 
A priest forgives all things 
A priest is a man who lives to serve. 
A priest is a man who has crucified himself so that he too may be 
lifted up and draw all things to Christ. 
A priest is a symbol of the Word Made Flesh. 
A priest is the naked sword of God's justice. 
A priest is the hand of God's mercy. 
A priest is the reflection of God's love. He teaches us to ... 
He brings God to us ... He represents God to us (pp. 85-87). 

In analyzing the previous statement on the nature of the priesthood, Bowers 

(1963) identified the conflict for the priest in attempting to balance his self­

perception with his ideal self-image: 

This statement on the nature of the priesthood, though put in 
exalted terms, reflects in a very real sense the clergymen's ideal 
self-image, and at the same time, intimates the staggering 
demands on his heart and conscience if he is to fulfill it (p. 87). 

Religious formation and education during immigrant Catholicism was 

significantly structured and disciplined based on the premise of man "as a 

rational animal, composed of the regal power of reason and the unruly powers 

or passions, such as anger and sexuality" (Whitehead & Whitehead, 1984, p. 

85). The seminarian developed cognitively but "his emotional and 

psychological development, however, was often arrested" (Sammon, 1983, p. 

100). According to Kennedy & Heckler (1971), "The conditions of seminary 

training included removal from the world, strict discipline, and the reduction of 

social contacts which arrested the development, to one degree or another, of 
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the seminarians (p. 14) ." Intimacy in any form was discouraged. Self­

development or pride in self was discouraged since a future priest was 

expected to be another Christ by assimilating the doctrine of the Cross: 

If a man wishes to come after Me, he must deny his very self, take 
up his cross, and follow in My steps. Whoever would preserve his 
life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake and the 
gospel's will preserve it (Mark, 8:34; The New American Bible , 
1983, p. 1094). 

The priest, during his seminary formation, continued to be influenced , like all 

Catholics were, by the theology that he was more than just an individual self. 

Kilpatrick (1983) stressed this bond of all Catholics in their historical tradition of 

imitating Christ: 

The Catholic belongs to an ongoing tradition, a family story which 
is mainly about Christ: who Christ is and what He has done. 
Without Him, the story makes no sense ... Many of the things 
Christians do--good works, sacrifices, disciplines, --they do for no 
ethical reason and sometimes for no earthly reason. They do 
them because they want to follow Christ (p. 117). 

The Second Phase of the American Experience: Postimmigrant Catholicism 

The second phase of the American Catholic experience began in 1960. 

Weigel (1961) remarked that priests were no longer exalted above lay persons, 

but clergy and laity now were considered equal as Church members and 

differed only in function: 

The world is new. The situation of 1960 is revolutionary. It is quite 
unlike the world of 1900. Consequently, the relationship of the 
action of the laity and hierarchy must be seen in the light of the 
new world. We are living in a revolutionary moment (p. 3). 

That historic moment began in 1958 with the election of Pope John XXIII 

who later convened the Second Vatican Council in 1962, and with the election 

of John F. Kennedy, a Catholic, as President of the United States in 1960. 

Weigel (1961), in his citation above, was heralding in the new era of change, 

especially the new era of Vatican II (1962-1965) which would speak of the 
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Church as the "People of God" made up of all equal members. Consequently, a 

different conception of the priesthood and of the laity emerged. Before 

presenting this different view, some historical influences on Vatican II will be 

reported. 

Vatican Council II, convened by Pope John XXIII to provide an 

"aggiornamento" (renewal or updating) of Roman Catholic religious life and 

doctrine, did not exist in a vacuum but was part of a larger world movement. 

According to Schlack (1968), the following are two of the larger world's 

influences on Vatican II: (I) the changing world encompassing Vatican II; and (2) 

the philosophy of instability in commitment. 

Schlack (1968) described this changing world: 

We are living in a moment of history which is rapidly changing. 
Everything about the modern world, science, technology, 
philosophies, even to a certain extent theological systems and 
presentations of doctrine and ethic are heavily charged with the 
existential and phenomenological of the world about us. Man is 
not just a rational animal. He is a being-in-the-world, a being-far­
and-with-others, living and dynamic and active, not dead or static, 
or passive. He is man-in-motion, a person who is constantly in 
process or becoming himself while at the same time helping 
others to become themselves ... For the vocation to which God 
calls us is simply the vocation to humanity, for a Christian is simply 
a man who is on the way to being restored in his noma! human 
nature ... The true Christian is simply the true man. Thus the 
emphasis would seem to be that of an anthropocentric conversion 
rather than a theocentric conversion (p. 687). 

Vatican II, then, occurred in a world which placed a premium on a person's 

humanity. Such a philosophy influenced many priests to re-examine and to re­

evaluate their commitments to both the priesthood and to celibacy in human 

terms. The re-evaluation caused many priests to exit from the priesthood 

because of "a crisis of human identity," "a feeling of alienation from their 

humanity" (Rashke, 1973, p. 23). 

A second influence on Vatican II was the philosophy of instability of 
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commitment. Schleck (1968) said, "Future shock" created the death of 

permanence and stability: 

Permanence and stability are more or less non-existent not only in 
the understandable areas of science and technology but also in 
those of ethics, mores, and even doctrine. People today are quite 
aware that they are living in a world whose face is hardly the 
same; in fact, we would almost say that its very essence, because 
it is temporal and involved in the flux of time and history, is 
change, quest, search becoming, process, and evolution. The 
phenomenological and existential is, therefore, necessarily 
unstable or, better, changing (pp. 689-690). 

This philosophy of an instability in commitment influenced not only Vatican II 

but also many priests who resigned from the priesthood who believed that their 

commitments to the institutional priesthood and to celibacy could be changed 

unlike the "official" teaching of the Church which considered the ordination of 

men to the priesthood to be a permanent commitment. The Church has taught 

that the sacrament of Holy Orders, which ordains a man to the priesthood , is a 

one-time liturgical rite : "The sacrament gives a permanent character, meaning 

that it cannot be repeated, and that it ordains one for all eternity (Broderick, 

1976 , p. 437). Consequently, when a man resigns his priesthood , he still 

remains a priest theologically although maybe not functionally. He may 

minister as a priest in an emergency. If he resigns his priesthood , he has the 

option of petitioining Rome for a dispensation from his functional priesthood and 

his commited celibacy. Today, Rome is not granting such dispensations readily. 

Appendix A includes a specimen of a rescript of laicization (dispensation) in 

English translated from the Latin issued by the Sacred Congregation for the 

Doctrine of the Faith under current norms. 

Vatican II and Its Influence: 

Vatican Councilll (1962-1965) met in four sessions, and in its 

"aggiornamento" , promulgated 16 documents (four constitutions, three 
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declarations, and nine decrees (Appendix B). The documents defined the 

nature of the Church, gave the bishops greater influence in Church affairs, and 

gave laypersons a more active part in the liturgy. The documents also 

proclaimed a historic Church position on religious liberty, and expressed new 

and liberalized positions on the Church's relations with non-Catholic and non­

Christian faiths (Abbott & Gallagher, 1966). American clergymen at the Council 

were especially active in three of the sixteen documents of Vatican II. According 

to Hennesey (1981), the American clergymen actively participated in: (I) the 

Decree on Ecumenism; (2) the Declaration on the Relation of the Church to 

Non-Christian Religions; and (3) the Declaration on Religious Freedom which 

was the paramount American issue. 

Vatican II did not solely create the changes in the Church, for the larger 

society, as has already been reviewed, influenced the life of the Council 

(MacCarthy, 1980; Kennedy, 1984). Nevertheless, Vatican II did open the doors 

to the concept of change within the Church for its members precipitating major 

transitions in the Church, priesthood, and religious orders and congregations 

(Sammon, 1983). MacCarthy (1980) noted, however, that Vatican II, "in its 

rethinking and reformulating vast sections of the theology of Church and 

ministry, opened a pandora's box of social change within the Catholic Church" 

(p. 19). 

In the United States, as elsewhere, the 1968 publication of Pope Paul VI's 

controversial encyclical, Of Human Life (Humanae Vitae), caused a chasm 

between Catholics. In his encyclical, the pontiff reaffirmed the traditional ban on 

artificial contraception which had been the official position of the Church. The 

encyclical caused a grave crisis for many clergy and couples in the United 

States and in other nations who did not agree with the theology of the encyclical 
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(Riga, 1969; Greeley, 1980; Hennesey, 1981; Kennedy, 1984). Numerous 

Catholics, religious professionals and lay persons, were influenced by 

personalism and by the American self-development ethic (a belief in justice and 

participative decision-making). They were also effected by the sexual 

revolution and by humanism. They openly opposed the teaching of the 

encyclical and committed themselves to act in accordance with their 

consciences. Buswell (1968), in quoting Karl Rahner, the esteemed German 

theologian "for the new and future Church," regarding the topic of "Dissent is 

Not Disloyalty," cited Rahner as saying: 

There is a clear expression of binding law in the encyclical; yet, it is 
possible for a person to come to a position which dissents from the 
norm proposed by the Holy Father. If this is done after full 
reflection and self-criticism and after taking into full account the 
teaching of the encyclical, a person need not fear subjective guilt 
nor should he consider himself as formally disobedient to Church 
authority (p. 239). 

In the United States, much of the protest centered in the Catholic University 

of America with six hundred theologians signing a statement taking exception to 

"the ecclesiology implied and the methodology used by the pope and accused 

him of neglecting the witness of the life of the Church in its totality , and the 

special witness of many Catholic couples and of the separated churches and 

ecclesial communities" (Hennesey, 1981, pp. 328-329). The refusal to accept the 

encyclical caused numerous priests to re-evaluate their commitments to both 

the institutional priesthood and to ce!ibacy and to leave the priesthood. The 

encyclical caused a division in the Church between those who accepted the 

"official" teachings of the Church when confronted with a moral dilemma and 

those who adhered to their individual consciences. Riga (1969) remarked, "The 

encyclical Humanae �~� marks the end of an era, the end of a conception of 

the papacy and episcopal office, authority and magisterium" (p. 329). 
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Friday (1979) identified two opposing schools of thought within the Roman 

Catholic Church regarding moral teaching since Vatican II: 

(I) The "official" Church with very clear, concrete, and 
unambiguous positions and teachings; and 

(2) The contemporary moral theologians who recognize their 
position within a progressive and developmental theological 
context. Like their predecessors, they glean insightful knowledge 
from the other human sciences which is often relevant for a fuller 
interpretation of the living Word of God as encountered in the 
Scriptures and the lived-out Christian tradition. Contemporary 
theologians are not engaged in a rejection of official, traditional 
teachings. Rather, they are testing them, using whatever tools of 
knowledge are available (e.g., anthropology, psychology, 
sociology, form criticism, etc.) in an effort to arrive at a greater 
perception of truth and to achieve greater credibility for Church 
teachings within the human family (pp. 5-6). 

It is the thinking of the contemporary moral theologians which has helped 

many priests to re-examine their consciences in the light of making responsible 

moral decisions and to withdraw from the institutional priesthood. Schlichte 

(1969) identified a new sense of freedom offered to Roman Catholics which 

opened up a new definition of a Roman Catholic: 

There is a new sense of freedom. Vatican II endorsed this 
freedom. Today, in most seminaries, there is no longer one school 
of theology. Indeed, diversity of theology is positively encouraged 
by the official Church. The new freedom makes it possible for us 
to define a Roman Catholic as one whose decision-making 
process in matters of faith or morals gives serious antecedent 
weight to what the 'official' Church teaches. It is such an 
understanding of the magisterium which enables a priest to 
consider all the Church pronouncements about celibacy and 
monastic life style, combine these with his personal situation , and 
decide for himself whether or not he is bound by it (p. 337). 

Influenced by the larger social context, and also by their psychosocial 

development which will be reported in later chapters of this dissertation , 

many priests no longer considered the priesthood as a permanent commitment 

and re-examined the nature of the priesthood which in the pre-Vatican II era 
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(during the immigrant Church experience) exalted the priest above his 

humanity. Younger priests re-evaluated the priesthood and celibacy now from 

a human perspective (Stevens, 1970). Also, Sarno (1970) reported that priests 

stressed their humanity and considered themselves "men-among-other-men" 

and not as "men-above-other-men": 

The popular theology of the past made the priest into a minor god. 
Now the new popular theological "Weltanschauung" considers 
him as a man-among-other-men. His supernatural role is no 
longer presupposed nor taken for granted: he has to prove his 
worth to the Christian community by the extent of his personal 
talents (p. 102). 

Kennedy and Heckler (1971), who completed a psychological study which 

was commissioned by the American bishops, concluded, "The priests of the 

United States are ordinary men and are not above their humanity" (p. 13). Such 

examples demonstrated the contrasting conceptions of the priesthood from the 

exalted position of the priest in the pre-Vatican II Church to the human position 

of the priest during the postimmigrant Catholicism of the post-Vatican II Church. 

When a priest resigned from the priesthood, he was treated differently by the 

Church and by society depending upon the historical era. If he withdrew prior to 

Vatican II, when "it was felt that those who left the Roman Catholic ordained 

ministry did so because of a mistake in vocation or in competency" (Fichter, 1951, 

p. 35), his withdrawal from the active ministry was hidden from the membership 

of the Church and from society (Dunigan, 1968). Dunigan (1968) reported, 

"Exploitation and exhibitionism cruelly carpentered a cross for such a cleric" (p. 

47) if, however, his departure became known to to others. 

If a man left the priesthood during and just after Vatican II to around 1973, his 

departure was now in the open since thousands of priests withdrew at this time. 

With the exodus of priests now public, many resignees gave press conferences 

for the mass media and wrote literature about their decisions to leave. Some 
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resignees presented a negative image to society in sharing their decisions with 

the public while others projected a positive image of accepting "a deeper call of 

love and service for the Church in the married state" (Erickson, 1970, p. 40). 

From the time of Vatican II to about 1973, Tierney (1974) reported that a man who 

left the priesthood typically experienced trauma: 

The transition from religious to secular life was a traumatic one, 
often characterized by personal anguish and high-level agony as 
well as psychological feelings of guilt and fear which rendered the 
transition, at best, a wrenching and dreadful experience (p. 768). 

Tierney (1974) also reported that Rome, during that time, advocated secrecy 

for the resignee's transition to the secular life: 

Rome has insisted that the transition from clerical to lay life be 
absolutely secret in the matter both on the part of the one leaving 
and on the part of the "official" Church. This secrecy is directly 
responsible for the many transitional difficulties the one who 
leaves will encounter. Secrecy serves all concerned quite well, 
but generally it creates suspicion, distrust, and undue anxiety. 
Secrecy implies defection, and defection is hardly a civil virtue. 
Rome is somehow reconsidering its viewpoint on secrecy now (p. 
769). 

The resigned priest, during the early post-Vatican II period, was stigmatized 

by both his Church and by society, and he was sometimes humiliated when he 

progressed through the Church"s laicization (dispensation) process (Quinn, 

1982). He also was ascribed numerous labels for his departure, and some, 

though by no means all, will be reported here: (I) "lapsed priest," (Abbo, 1963, p. 

839); (2) "disloyal priest," ("Dissent Is ... " 1968, p. 238); (3) "shepherd in the 

mist," "the ostracized priest," "the ex-priest," "the fallen priest," and "Judas," 

(Magmer, 1968, p. 22); (4) "the dissented priest," (McKeon, 1968, p. 901); (5) "the 

quitter," "the derelict," and "the confused priest," (Dunigan, 1968, p. 38); (6) 

"laicized priest" (Hebblethwaite, 1980, p. 3); (7) "former priest," (Warren, 1969, p. 

367); (8) "the drop-out," (Schallert & Kelley , 1970a ,p. 95); and (9) "resigned 
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priest," (NORC, 1972). 

If the priest resigned after 197 4, his resignation was no longer a shock to the 

Church and to society. By that year, thousands of men had withdrawn from their 

priesthoods. Society became more accustomed to such men. The departures 

were now viewed in a more positive way. A sign of a new era of accepting and 

respecting a man's decision to leave the active institutional ministry was 

reported by Tierney (1974) when Bearings for Re-Establishment, Inc., an 

independent institute for the facilitation of transfers of priest and religious to 

secular life , closed: 

The closing of Bearings for Re-Establishment is largely a result of 
the declining number of priests and religious seeking its services. 
This appears to signal the end of a short-lived era, namely, the 
unacceptance of, and inability on the part of laity and priests to 
come to grips with, the problem of religious resignation. The sign 
on the horizon is clear: no longer is the transition from religious to 
lay life as difficult as it once was, not as fraught with tension, 
turmoil, and rejection (p. 768). 

Yet, today, in the 1980's, even though the Church and society accept a man 

leaving the institutional priesthood more positively than during the early post­

Vatican II period, the transition from the clerical state to the lay state is still 

difficult for the resignee. He usually experiences some form of rejection by the 

Church, society, and/or his family as well as a painful transition when he returns 

to the lay Catholic life style. Two organizations have been active in the United 

States to assist the resignee. One group pertains to the .Qorps Q.f Reserve 

Priests United for Service (CORPUS) which is "a nationwide association of 

more than one thousand resigned/mostly married Roman Catholic priests who 

are working actively to encourage the full utilizatiion of married priests in the 

ministry of the Church" (CORPUS letter, 1983). It began its active life in 1974. 

Another group refers to the Federation of .Qhristian Ministries (FCM), a 

federation of about 200-300 resigned priests and lay persons who not only seek 
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the option of a married priesthood but who also have a broader purpose of 

seeking ordination of women , collaborate ministries with other religions, as we ll 

as other concerns. Some resigned priests belong to both groups; some belong 

to one of the groups; and some do not belong to either group. 

In summary, then , since 1974, the resigned priest has been more accepted in 

society , and leaving the priesthood today, in the 1980's, is difficult and stressfu l 

but not as traumatic as it was during the early post-Vatican II period. 

Nevertheless, those who resign on one particular day do so only after many 

years of prayer, reflection, scrutiny, and anguish, and have to cope with some 

rejection from others (their families, their priest-friends, and the Church to some 

extent) Objectively, a resignee since 1974 may be more accepted socially than 

one who left previously, but subjectively, he has experienced his own search for 

meaning during a withdrawal process which extended over a period of time. It 

is this search for meaning that will be examined, in part, in this dissertation. 

The Effects of Vatican II on Today's American Catholicism 

Greeley (1982) believes that the current American postimmigrant Church is 

experiencing a transitional crisis: The post-Vatican II revival has failed and 

religious practice and religious vocations have declined. He believes that the 

crisis has been caused by both the Roman curia trying to regain its powers lost 

during the days of Vatican II and two flaws inherent in Vatican II itself: 

(I) The council was concerned with institutional structure and 
doctrinal propositions (the role of the bishop, the nature of 
revelation, collegiality , etc.) and not with religion; and 

(2) The council was aprioristic rather than empirical; it reflected on 
the schema of administrators and scholars rather than on the 
experience of the faithful (p. 86). 

Greeley (1982) also summarized five effects of Vatican II on the United States : 

(I) American Catholics have overwhelmingly supported the changes brought 
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about by the council; (2) The Catholic population revived its religious fervor 

during the three years after the council closed (1965-1968); (3) The revival of 

religious fervor during 1965-1968 was stifled somewhat when Pope Paul VI's 

enclyclical, Humanae Vitae. was published causing a decline in religious 

practice of American Catholics which reached its peak in 1975 and a modest 

return of some Catholics since that year; (4) Although there has been a modest 

return of some Catholics to the Church, there has been less acceptance of the 

Church's authority in resolving moral decisions and more acceptance of "do it 

yourself" or "individualistic" Catholicism; and (5) The Church has not been able 

to restore self-confidence and direction for its membership. Greeley also 

included a sixth phenomenon, the Catholic female disillusionment with the 

Church. 

Although Greeley (1982) looked within the Church for its current American 

Catholic transitional crisis, Hoge, Potvin, & Ferry (1983) looked outside the 

Church: 

The crisis is a response to several deep changes in the American 
Catholic community. To explain it, we would have to analyze the 
effects of upward social mobility, assimilation, the events of the 
1960's---including President Kennedy, the reactions to Vatican II, 
youth unrest, and the sexual revolution--and such gradual 
processes as suburbanization and the new Catholic self­
confidence in America. Some analysts stress 'the end of the 
immigrant Church' and others stress upward mobility into the 
American middle class (p. 475). 

Whether one looks inside the Church, outside the Church, or at both for the 

etiology of the current American Catholic transitional crisis, Hennesey (1981) 

identified American Catholicism's "peculiarly American history" as an important 

contributer in its development: 

American Catholicism has European origins. But it also has a 
peculiarly American history, continuously in contact with the ideas 
of democracy, due process of law, representative government, 
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religious pluralism, activism, pragmatism, and all the 
characteristics of this land which for so many years knew limitless 
frontiers, rapidly growing industry, and an aggressive, 
adventurous population (p. 4). 

Kennedy (1984), in writing about the now and future Catholic Church in the 

United States, agreed with Hennesey's (1981) emphasis on democracy. He 

(1984) believed that a new democratic concept of authority is needed within the 

Church. He described this new approach of "methodical collegiality": 

This new approach, which operationally recognizes the death of 
ecclesiastical authoritarianism, introduces a new concept of 
authority that realizes itself not through dictum but through 
methodical collegiality. That is the governing dynamic of the 
official Church that is meant to house and give direction to the 
abundant energies of postimmigrant Catholicism. Nothing could 
be more American than a Church deeply committed to the process 
of negotiation through dialogue that is the down-to-earth, 
sometimes maddeningly extended meaning of collegiality (p. 26). 

To Kennedy, then, "methodical collegiality" was the direction the Church must 

move in now and in the future if the Church were to be relevant to its members 

in this transitional period of American Catholicism. 

Twenty years after the closing of Vatican II, an extraordinary synod of 

Catholic bishops was convened from November 25, 1985 to December 8, 1985 

in Rome to re-examine the impact of Vatican II on the current Church. In a final 

document summarizing the thoughts and recommendations of the 162 delegates 

who attended the synod, the bishops evaluated the impact of Vatican II: 

The council had produced "great fruits" but that "deficiencies and 
difficulties" have occurred in accepting the council's teachings. 
These problems were not caused by the council but are the result 
of misunderstanding, misapplication, and partial readings of 
council documents (Bono, 1985, p. 1). 

At this synod, which was advisory rather than regulatory as Vatican II was, 

the bishops approved a proposal for a universal catechism, "a definitive 

catechism, a compendium of Church doctrine, to be drawn up in Rome to keep 
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Roman Catholics in line and to combat doctrinal confusion"("Mass Marks," 1985, 

p. 7) . This catechism is intended "to eliminate the confusion of Catholics about 

what they are supposed to believe and to prevent Catholics from a 'selective 

Catholicism' of picking and choosing what doctrines they want to 

believe"("Mass Marks," 1985, p. 7). The catechism is also intended to prevent 

doctrinal dissent within the Church. With the proposal of a universal doctrinal 

catechism, the extraordinary synod moved the Church into a new direction of 

Roman Catholic unity of one doctrinal faith. Consequently, the Church would no 

longer allow its members, as it had since Vatican II, to question doctrine openly 

and to debate a diversity of theology. This action by the synod disappointed 

numerous American "democratic" Catholics who believe that the ultimate norm 

of morality is their personal consciences formed through informed consent and 

decision-making.and not through the Church's absolute dogmas. McCarthy 

(1985, Dec.) quoted religious educator Thomas Groome who believed that a 

universal catechism was contrary to the the advances of the social sciences and 

to the inculturation of the Gospel: 

The idea of a universal catechism violates all the insights we've 
learned in psychology, anthropology (and other disciplines) over 
the last 100 years. It forgets the incarnational nature of Christianity. 
The Gospel is always to be inculturated (p.6). 

With a background of the American Catholic Church from the pre-Vatican II 

period to the most recent extraordinary synod of bishops completed, this 

researcher will now present the structure for the remaining chapters of this 

dissertation. 

Chapter Outline of This Study 

This dissertation includes eight chapters: 

Chapter I -This chapter will contain a background for the study focusing 

upon Roman Catholicism in general and American Catholicism specifically. 
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Chapter II -This chapter will review the literature on priests; on resigned 

priests; and on comparative studies of priests and resigned priests. 

Chapter Ill -This chapter will review adult development in general and 

Levinson's theory of adult development in particular. It will also report a review 

of the literature on Levinson's theory. The chapter will additionally contain the 

significance of the study as well as a critique of Levinson's theory. 

Chapter IV- This chapter will describe the methodology used in this study 

consisting of: the reasons why a qualitative methodology was selected; this 

investigator's personal involvement as the researcher; the pilot study; the 

selection process of the interviewees; the interview; a summary of the analysis 

process; and the limitations of this study. 

Chapter V- This chapter will include the thematic findings of interviews with 

sixteen resigned priests .. 

Chapter VI -This chapter will report the developmental findings of interviews 

with sixteen resigned priests using Levinson's theory as a lens. Four 

biographies will be used. Three will support Levinson's theory, and one will 

refute it to some extent. 

Chapter VII- This chapter will include a discussion of the thematic findings 

and also of the developmental findings reported in the two previous chapters. 

Chapter VIII- This chapter will contain the conclusions, implications, and 

recommendations for further study. 



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ON PRIESTS AND RESIGNED PRIESTS 

This chapter will survey the literature both on Roman Catholic priests and on 

"resigned" priests in the United States. Also, it will review the comparative 

literature on both groups of men. For the benefit of the reader who is interested 

in further literature not cited in this dissertation but located and reviewed by th is 

researcher, the Bibliography includes a section entitled "Suggested Reading on 

Priests and Resigned Priests." A review of the literature initially through a 

computer search revealed an abundance of information on the Catholic priest 

but a scarcity of information on the resigned priest. When the Catholic 

Periodical and Literature Index was researched yearly since the time of Vatican 

II , an abundance of articles , books, and dissertations on the topic of the 

resigned priest was discovered .. 

The Roman Catholic priesthood has been in existence for almost two 

thousand years. Yet, prior to Vatican Council II (1962-1965), only a small body of 

research on the priesthood had been published. Identifying the reasons for 

such a scarcity of research, Nestor (1979) said: 

The relative lack of research on the priesthood in general or in the 
priest's relationship to his sponsoring organization or in regard to 
those who have left the active ministry, has its roots in the past 
history of the Church and an attitude that discouraged research in 
the area (p.8). 

Fichter (1973), a Jesuit priest-sociologist, who had completed several 

pioneering studies on the Roman Catholic priesthood, shared his feelings of 

frustration in attempting to conduct such research. When Fichter initially 

proposed to research the priesthood in 1958, he was informed by the Vatican , 

through a Cardinal , that researching the life of the priesthood and publishing 

such findings would provide the enemies of the Church with information which 
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could be used to exploit the Church. He was informed that only the Episcopate 

(the bishops acting collegially) could collect such data which would be shared 

with pastors but not with the mass media. 

In 1960, Fichter decided to pursue his sociological research goal even though 

prohibited by the hierarchy. Using the 1959 edition of Kenedy's Official Catholic 

Directory, he selected for his interval sample every seventh name in the 

directory. Shortly after he mailed his questionnaires, he received a copy of a 

letter signed by the Chancery office of the Philadelphia Archdiocese forbidding 

its priests from participating in the study because such a study was not 

approved by the Cardinal, John O'Hara. Fichter pursued the study anyway 

because "before 1960 there had never been a nationwide study asking priests 

what they thought about their work" (Nestor, 1979, p. 10). He published his 

results in a book, Priests and People (1965). He surveyed 2,183 diocesan 

priests and 2,216 adult lay Catholics to discover how they related to one another 

and how they viewed each other. The laity, on the one hand, viewed the priest 

as "executive, insolvent businessman, overburdened professional , spiritual 

leader, and personal friend" (Fichter, 1965, p. 184). The priest, on the other hand, 

viewed himself differently in terms of a "professional-client" relationship 

modeled on the pastor-parishioner friendship relationship but did not believe 

that he shared intimate, relaxing, and friendly relationships with lay persons. 

Fichter decided to undertake further study of the priesthood. Using the data 

from his previous study, he broadened the questionnarie to include the issue of 

mandatory celibacy which appeared to be of concern to numerous priests. In 

addition, Fichter was interested in priests who left the active ministry. He 

conducted a statistical review of the numbers, proportions, or rates of Catholic 

clergy resigning from the priesthood. Research on resigned priests was even 
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rarer than research on active priests. Fichter integrated his results in a book on 

America's Forgotten Priests: What They Are Saying (1968) and published the 

"first factual and reliable information at that time of the number of men who were 

leaving the priesthood" (Nestor, 1979, p., II). Fichter made no attempt to study the 

reasons for the priestly exodus. Regarding the priests who remained, he 

surveyed 5,938 diocesan priests with 3,048 (17% of all diocesan priests in the 

nation) responding to the study. He found: (I) that priests were enthusiastic 

about Church renewal and change; (2) that they were interested in improved 

human relationships and communication within the Church; (3) that they wanted 

open dialogue and due process procedures within the Church; and (4) that they 

felt dissatisfied with the life and role of the priesthood as well as their working 

conditions. Regarding the celibacy issue, Fichter (1973) found that 62% of the 

respondents favored optional celibacy while 38% were opposed. 

The attitude of the Catholic Church's hierarchy changed toward the end of 

the 1960's and began to encourage research on priests. In 1967, the National . 
Conference of Catholic Bishops (NCCB) responded to the changes and 

challenges of Vatican II, the contemporary world, and the numerous 

publications of priestly departures by directing its Committee on Pastoral 

Research and Practices to undertake "a complete, professional, and objective 

study of the life and ministry of priests along eight tracks--historical, doctrinal 

(both spiritual and theological), spiritual, pastoral, ecumenical, liturgical, 

sociological, and psychological" (NORC, 1972, p. iv). The overseeing 

Committee on Pastoral Research and Practices advised its eight chairpersons 

to conduct research under the norm given by Pope Leo XIII when he opened 

the Vatican Archives: "not to dare utter a falsehood--not to fear to speak the 

truth" (NORC, 1972, p. iv). The two research tracks especially relevant to this 



25 

study are the sociological and the psychological studies. The sociological study 

was the only one to include both priests and resigned priests. 

Relevant Literature on Roman Catholic Priests in the United States 

A review of the sociological and the psychological studies commissioned by 

the bishops will be reported. 

The Catholic Priest in the United States: Sociological Investigations 

The National Opinion Research Center's (NORC's, 1972) sociological study 

was chaired by Reverend Andrew M. Greeley, principal investigator, and Dr. 

Richard A. Schoenherr, co-principal investigator. The study was divided into 

two components. The first and principal phase included nearly 6,000 active 

priests. The second phase included 873 resigned priests. Both groups of men 

were mailed a 35-page questionnaire. Some questions were modified to fit the 

circumstances of the resignees. One-fifth of the 6,000 active priests were sent 

the Personal Orientation Inventory (POl) while 850 of the 873 resigned priests 

were mailed the same personality inventory. Developed by Everett L. Shostrom 

(1966) , the Personal Orientation Inventory measured Abraham Maslow's 

concept of the self-actualizing person. To explain relationships among 

variables , the path analysis model , considered an analytical tool , was utilized. 

The research was a thorough and scientific study of the American priest from 

the personal, familial, vocational, and spiritual perspectives. The researchers, 

who compared data on both active priests and resignees in most of their 

chapters, included one full chapter on the resignees. 

The principal investigators identified the "assets" and "liabilities" of the 

Catholic priesthood in the United States and later reported the findings of the 

priests who resigned. According to NORC (1972, pp. 311-312) , there were twelve 

principal "assets" of the Catholic priesthood. Six of them relevant to this study 
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(I) In comparison with other groups in the United States, the 
Catholic �p�r�i�e�~�t� shared the same degree of emotional maturity, with 
no more or no less. 

(2) No evidence could be found that either early entry into the 
seminary or dating experience {the amount and degree of intimacy 
with females prior to entrance into the seminary} affected either 
emotional maturity or personal morale among priests. 

(3) Most priests feel that they have close friends, that the place 
where they live is "home," and that their relationships with their 
colleagues are adequate, although not always excellent. 

(4) Priests work moderately long hours, evaluate themselves quite 
favorable in comparison with other professionals, enjoy an 
adequate (though not spectacular) level of job satisfaction ... 

(5) A large majority of the clergy say that if they had the choice to 
make again, they would enter the priesthood. 

(6) While there is a moderate correlation between 'inner-directed­
ness' and inclination to leave and between having an M.A. and 
having already resigned, there is no evidence of a massive 
exodus of the most mature and best educated of the clergy. On 
the contrary, our data would indicate that such an exodus is not 
occurring. 

NORC (1972, pp. 312-313) reported eight principal sociological "liabilities" of 

the Catholic priesthood in the United States. Four of them relevant to this study 

were: 

(I) Large numbers of priests are dissatisfied with the way the 
ecclesiastical structure is shaped and the way decision-making 
power is distributed; but the leadership of the Church does not 
share this dissatisfaction. 

(2) There are systematic and substantial differences between 
bishops and priests on almost every matter we studied. 

(3) There are drastic differences between the priests and the 
bishops on the subject of sexual morality. The official position of 
the Church on birth control and divorce does not command 
majority support among the priests, and there has been a 
deterioration of support for the birth control position since the 
issuance of the encyclical Humanae Vitae. 
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(4) The majority of the priests do not accept the present position on 
obligatory celibacy and expect that a change in the law is likely. 
Even though celibacy is still valued, and most priests (four-fifths of 
all, two-thirds of those under thirty-five) say that they would not be 
likely to marry if celibacy became optional, there is still strong 
support for a modification of this regulation, particularly among 
those under forty-five. The hierarchy, however, is strongly 
opposed to such a change. 

Hughes, Cassidy, & Donovan (1972) evaluated the NORC (1972) sociological 

study and included some minuses and some plusses. On the minus side, they 

criticized the data-collection method as being under-utilized in some respects 

and under-analyzed in other respects. They believed that the inclusion of 

popular nontechnical language to report the study led to over-simplification and 

distortions. They also questioned the utilization of the path analysis model for 

describing the American priests from a sociological perspective. On the plus 

side, the critics liked the chapter on the resignees. Generally, Hughes, Cassidy, 

& Donovan (1972) concluded: "The reservations concerning this sample aside , 

the descriptive materials and their interrelationships are generally pertinent and 

valuable" (p. 30). 

The 1970 landmark sociological survey of American priests was partially 

replicated in 1985 by Hoge, Shields, and Verdieck (1986) at Catholic 

University. Lack of available resources prevented a total replication. 

Consequently, a smaller sample and a shorter questionnaire were included. 

The questionnaire was sent to 1 ,224 priests with 1 ,062 men returning and 

completing them between April and August 1985. The overall finding is that 

"the 1985 priests were older, happier with their work, higher in overall morale, 

more satisfied with their seminary training, and more active in recruiting young 

seminarians than the 1970 priests" (p. 1 ). The authors have cautioned 

interpretation of their findings, however. They said, "The data show that priestly 

morale was higher in 1985 than in 1970. Is this because the morale of the 



28 

average priest has risen, or because the disgruntled ones have left? We cannot 

know" (p. 6). In discovering the priests' biggest frustrations experienced both in 

1970 and in 1985, the researchers reported "the way authority is exercised in 

the Church, loneliness, the difficulty of really reaching people today, and 

celibacy" (p. 25). 

The Catholic Priest in the United States: PsycholoQical lnvestiQations 

The psychological study commissioned by the National Conference of 

Catholic Bishops (NCCB) was chaired by the Reverend Eugene C. Kennedy 

and Dr. Victor J. Heckler. The study investigated through interviews and 

psychological tests the personality of American Catholic priests based on a 

national, randomly selected, representative cross-sectional sample of 719 

priests. From the 719 potential subjects, 240 priests refused to be interviewed, 

111 did not respond to the original request or follow-ups, and 97 priests were 

eliminated from the study for one reason or another. Consequently, 271 priests 

actually participated in the study. The psychological evaluation of the priests 

included: (1) a two-hour depth interview from one of a team of twelve clinical 

psychologists; and (2) a battery of four psychological tests that the priests 

completed: (a) the Loyola Sentence Completion Blank for Clergymen (LSCBC) 

(Sheehan, 1971 ); (b) the Self-Anchoring Rating Scale of Maturity of Faith (FS) 

(adapted from Strunk, 1967); (c) the Identity Scale (IS) (Henry, Sims, & Spray, 

1968); and (d) the Personal Orientation Inventory (POl) (Shostrom, 1966). The 

framework for understanding and interpreting the lives of American priests was 

Erikson's epigenetic eight-stage schema of psychosocial development. In 

preparing their report specifically for the American bishops who commissioned 

it, the two investigators identified their study as a "serious non-scientific report 

form." 
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Kennedy & Heckler (1971) concluded, "The results of the psychological study 

can be summarized in the following sentence which sounds simple but, in 

reality, expresses complex truths: The priests of the United States are ordinary 

men" (p. 3). In explaining that statement, the two researchers concluded that 

many of the conflicts and challenges of the priests were a product of their being 

ordinary men who were supposed to behave in extraordinary ways. The 

unusual expectations on the priests' behavior were based on the demands of 

society, the Church, the men's families, and their close personal associates, 

who expected the priests "to bridge successfully the chasm between the sacred 

and the profane, between the transcendent and the ordinary, and between the 

ultimate and the mundane" (NORC, 1972, p. 71). The priests also internalized 

those superhuman attributes and consequently placed exceptional demands 

upon themselves. Bowers (1963) noted, "All through the ages the clergy have 

suffered from the insurmountable contrast between their very real humanity and 

the transcendent requirements of their symbolic representation as the Priest, the 

Incarnate Christ" (p. 9). The extraordinary expectations placed on the priests 

have shaped their entire lives. Yet, priests were ordinary men who could only 

respond to the challenging environment with their human capabilities. Kennedy 

& Heckler (1971) emphasized the point that the priests could not transcend their 

humanity: 

The psychologist must conclude that the priests of the United 
States, marked largely by sincerity and good will in trying to meet 
the expectations of their role as priests, cannot shatter or 
transcend the bonds of their own humanity in the process. In other 
words, priests remain limited human beings under strong 
pressures to be more than this on a fulltime basis (p. 6). 

Also, being ordinary human beings, the priests psychologically grew through 

the ordinary principles of human development as did others. 

Kennedy & Heckler's (1971) study was later published and summarized in a 
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journal under the authorship of Kennedy, Heckler, Kobler, & Walker (1977). The 

researchers described four categories or types of classifications to distinguish 

the priests along a psychosocial developmental continuum. The four categories 

and percentages of interviewees were: (1) maldeveloped (8%); (2) 

underdeveloped (57%); (3) developing (29%); and (4) developed (6%). 

The "maldeveloped" group included 23 men (8%) of the sample. In this 

category were found men who had recurrent emotional problems which 

interfered significantly with their adjustment and occupation. Their 

psychological problems were life-long and were related to their early familial 

interpersonal relationships. They were considered to be "psychologically 

maladjusted." Kennedy et al. concluded, "Generally, these priests are 

characterized by covert or underlying intense hostile feelings, extremely 

negative self-feelings, and disorganizing and disruptive sexual conflicts" (p. 

126). 

The "underdeveloped" group included 179 men (57%) of the sample. The 

largest proportion of priests emerged within this category. These were "priests 

who have reached a level of overall personal growth that is not equal to that 

which is expected of them at their age and in view of their careful selection and 

lengthy training" (Kennedy & Heckler, 1971, p. 7). These men were considered 

"emotionally immature." Their principal psychosocial difficulty was related to 

"frequently distant, stylized, and unrewarding interpersonal relationships, and 

the men were conceptualized as dealing with adolescent conflicts at a much 

later age than appropriate" (Kennedy et al., 1977, p. 22). Most of the 

recommendations of the study were addressed to this category of priests. This 

group of men will be further described shortly after the other two psychosocial 

classifications of the study are reported. 
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The "developing group" included 50 men (29%) of the sample. In this 

category were those men who had resumed personal development after a 

period of being delayed or suspended at a certain level. They were aware of 

lacks in their development and were making efforts to progress in personal 

development. One event or a series of events in the environment precipitated 

these men to re-evaluate their lives and to develop psychosocially: 

Some event, or series of events, some personal determinations 
precipitate and reactivate the dormant development processes. 
Common experiences that lead to development are a new job or 
work assignment, death of one's parents, especially the mother, 
new educational experiences, the effect of Vatican II, a serious 
failure, a profound religious or personal experience, particularly 
with a woman. This realm of personal experience is probably the 
most potent and frequent force in reinitiating growth in the life 
history of the individual developing priest. Such a confrontation 
leads the person more deeply into himself than he has ever been 
before. He begins to put aside the very controlling defenses with 
which he has restricted his life experiences, and he moves into 
human realms that he can say truly he never knew existed before 
this kind of experience occurred (Kennedy et al., p. 126). 

Some of the common experiences that precipitated the personal development 

described above were also found in this study and will be reported in later 

chapters. 

In the fourth category, the"developed" group included 19 men (6%) of the 

sample. In this category were found priests whose overall personal 

development matched their calendar age and "who provide us with the relative 

measuring sticks we have for what we call maturity and normality--not because 

they are perfect or free of conflicts but because they respond to problems 

maturely and constructively" (Kennedy & Heckler, 1971, p. 133). These men 

accepted their sexuality and developed warm interpersonal relationships with 

others, including women: 

These priests have an effective and operative set of long-term 
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values intrinsically religious in character. They are independent, 
yet reasonably dependent. They love one or more persons with 
an enlightened self-interest. They are reasonably, but not 
defensively, aggressive. They have accepted their own sexuality 
and are working productively on their jobs. They expressed 
confidence and warmth in close relationships with others, 
including women (Kennedy et al., p. 122). 

The investigators cautioned the reader about projecting the percentages of 

each of the four categories identified in their study onto the total number of 

priests since the "categories are not estimates of population parameters" 

(Kennedy & Heckler, 1971, p. 170). 

The researchers discussed in depth the large underdeveloped category of 

priests and principally based their recommendations on that grouping of priests. 

They did not consider underdevelopment as a form of psychopathology: 

There is no way, in other words, that the priest population can be 
described as psychologically sick. The developmental problems 
of priests are significant but they cannot be appropriately 
described in psychopathological categories (p. 4). 

In describing the underdeveloped priests further, Kennedy & Heckler (1971) 

identified such priests as not having accomplished the tasks which were most 

appropriate to the adolescent developmental period. The investigators argued 

that one of Erikson's principal contributions to psychosocial development theory 

was his emphasis on late adolescence and the concept of ego-identity: 

Identity refers to a sense of inner sameness and continuity in time, 
that one fits together, is at home in his own body and knows where 
he is going which flows from a good integration between inner 
drives and wishes and a man's social conditions while identity 
diffusion refers to a feeling that one's appearance and one's being 
do not really fit together (p. 25). 

The principal area through which the priests in question demonstrated their 

lack of personal development was in their relationships with other persons. 

They were genuinely uneasy about intimacy. Kennedy & Heckler (1971) defined 

intimacy in Eriksonian terms: 
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Intimacy is responsible closeness with other persons, one of the 
most important challenges of adult life, and one that can only be 
handled by a person who has worked through the adolescent 
challenge of securing his own identity. Most of the 
underdeveloped priests have not worked through these problems, 
and they do experience difficulty with their own personal identity: 
they are, therefore, uneasy in handling psychological intimacy (p. 
9). 

The underdeveloped priests basically were docile, passive, and identified 

themselves through their priestly role rather than through their humanity. They 

did not develop an integrated psychosexual identity and seemed to function on 

a pre-adolescent or adolescent level of psychosexual growth by suppressing 

their sexual feelings which would emerge as a source of conflict for them later 

as priests. Their choice of the priesthood vocation was "prompted more by the 

factors of status and security than than by interests and abilities, and their lives 

have been shaped by the expectations of others" (Kennedy et al., 1977, p. 125). 

Kennedy & Heckler concluded by suggesting that the Catholic hierarchy 

encourage priests to participate in their humanity and provide the priests with 

opportunities to live life fully as men: 

The priests of the United States are clearly adequate in their 
function; they could be far more effective personally and 
professionally if they were helped to achieve greater human and 
religious maturity. The basic therapy for this kind of problem is the 
opportunity and encouragement for a deeper and freer 
participation in life itself (p. 16). 

No suggestion was made that the priests required psychological therapy: 

The main problem of American priests is not sickness which needs 
specific psychological treatment. It is, along with that of most other 
Americans, a problem of incomplete growth, for which there is only 
the remedy of an expanded and realistic experience of life itself (p. 
174). 

In their chapter on recommendations, Kennedy & Heckler (1971) emphasized 

the importance of seminary training and post-seminary development for priests 

and asked two questions which implied a conflict for seminary officials: 
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(I) Do you put first priority on assisting American priests to achieve 
greater personal maturity and, therefore, greater effectiveness as 
priests? 

(2) Do you rather put priority on American priests' adjusting 
themselves to the expectations of the institutional priesthood even 
at the price of not developing themselves? (p. 173). 

The researchers identified the two priorities as a conflict which can be resolved 

by those who are responsible for the exercise of the priesthood. 

This thesis found evidence of both of those priorities in this study as will be 

reported later. 

In closing the psychological study with four recommendations, the two 

researchers' second suggestion is pertinent to the present research effort : "In­

depth interviews with a number of resigned priests would enable the Church to 

have a much better understanding of this serious problem "(p. 181). 

Although Kennedy & Heckler's (1971) study was limited in the sense of not 

including a traditional experimental research design, it had much value as a 

study according to its two authors: 

The core methodology used for this investigation was the clinical 
interview. While considered by some as pre-scientific, this method 
is both fact-finding and heuristic. The latter is true because many 
of the facts that are uncovered by the interview stimulate precisely 
controlled studies ... Further, since the resources for the project 
were fixed, inclusion of a control group, largely for ritualistic 
reasons, would have reduced the number of priests interviewed by 
50 per cent. At the same time, the eventual taxonomy from 
Maldeveloped to Developed that was used in this study provided 
data for relative comparisons among rather discrete groups of 
priests (p. 53). 

Other Research on American Priests 

For the purpose of this dissertation, the inclusion of the two major studies of 

the priesthood, commissioned by the bishops and already reviewed here, is 

sufficient for background information. Numerous other research books, 

journals, and dissertations have studied the American priesthood. Some of that 
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additional literature is listed in the Bibliography for the benefit of the reader who 

is interested in further research. 

In summary, both the sociological and the psychological studies on priests 

which are relevant for this study have been reported. Those research 

investigations provide a background for understanding both the thematic 

analysis and the developmental analysis reported in later chapters of this 

dissertation. The Kennedy & Heckler (1971) psychological study is especially 

pertinent, not only for its four informative developmental categories, but also for 

its finding that some common priestly experiences precipitate psychosocial 

development in a developing priest. 

Relevant Literature on Resigned Roman Catholic Priests in the United States 

Prior to Vatican II, it was unusual to publish any article or book on resigned 

priests. One exception was Barrett (1948, 1949, & 1956). In his 1948 article, as a 

resigned priest, he encouraged Catholics to pray for "stray shepherds"and to 

accept them at a time in history when such resignees were evaluated 

suspiciously by others: 

To attempt to conceal the fact that there are many stray shepherds 
living in our big cities is unwise ... Some are immigrants from 
other countries. Many, the majority, seek to hide away in the mass 
of the people, unknown so far as their past is concerned. Some, 
however, take up a ministry of preaching in a non-Catholic sect. 
Some take up a bitter pen to write against the mother they once 
loved so well (p. 229). 

Barrett"s (1948) article was received favorably by the public and was 

reprinted in numerous languages in different nations. The article helped to raise 

the consciousness of society to the plight of the resignee. Encouraged by this 

affirmation, Barrett (1949) published a book to suggest ways to help "priests in 

trouble ," and in 1956, he published a second book to share his own persona/ 

journey about his anguished decision to resign from the priesthood. 
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Barrios (1949), a resigned priest, described in an article a different kind of 

personal experience. He later entered the Presbyterian Church ministry after 

becoming a convert to Protestanism. He shared his story of his conversion in 

sensitivity for his "former Roman Catholic brethren." 

Cushing (1956), a priest promoted to the Archiepiscopal See of Boston in 

1944 and later created and proclaimed Cardinal Priest in 1958, wrote an article 

encouraging Catholics to empathize with the resignees: 

Let us think for a moment of these wandering shepherds bereft of 
all dignity, lost and alone though they walk in crowds ... How pitiful 
the plight of the fallen priest! How far he has fallen! How terrible 
his wounds ... Of all God's children, does He love least those who 
once loved Him most: for his sake turning from the world and its 
pleasures? Nor is it for me to despise and loathe them. But to pray 
for them humbly and to pray for myself (pp. 821-822). 

This article by a member of the Catholic hierarchy was most helpful in 

encouraging Catholics to participate in role-taking. 

Davis (1976), a well-known English theologian, left the Catholic priesthood 

because of a "loss of faith." In his book, however, he did not define "loss of faith" 

with its customary meaning of giving up the Christian faith; instead, he 

considered the phrase as a loss of confidence in the hierarchical structure of the 

Church as well as a loss of committed belief in the Church as the representative 

of Christ. He did not believe that loneliness was the principal reason for priestly 

withdrawals as was stated in literature after the closing of Vatican II in 1965. His 

book which explained his doctrinal reasons for his decision was read widely. 

O'Brien (1969) reported twelve intimate case histories of Catholic priests who 

left the active ministry. Out of the twelve case histories, five saw the celibacy 

issue as the main cause of their decision. Others saw structural rigidity as the 

main cause, with celibacy contributory as the number two or number three 

reason. Several saw a new chance for fertile Christian ministry outside the 
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Church's structure. O'Brien (1969), citing Pope Paul VI's 1967 encyclical Qo. 

The Development of Peoples (Populorum Progressjo) in his conclusion after 

reporting the case studies, identified marriage as an inalienable right: "Where 

the inalienable right to marriage and procreation is lacking, human dignity has 

ceased to exist" (p. 178). 

Carr (1969) described the results of a study of interviews with 17 resignees. In 

answer to one of the questions, "Can you pinpoint anything in your seminary 

training that was wrong or inadequate for your needs?" (p. 891 ), many reported 

feeling a lack of autonomy since, as priests, everything was done for them. 

As has already been reported in Part I of this chapter , the NORC (1972) 

sociological study researched both priests and resigned priests. Here, a 

summary of the study of resigned priests will be reviewed. Basically, NORC 

(1972) found that the principal reasons for priestly resignations were: (I) inability 

to live within the structure of the Church, especially problems with ecclesiastical 

authority; (2) mandatory celibacy; (3) lack of personal development, growth, and 

freedom; and (4) personal loneliness. Some of the relevant conclusions were: 

(I) The two reasons for resignations mentioned most frequently as 
very important are inability to live within the structure of the Church 
and the desire to marry. 

(2) There is no evidence that the resignees regret their decision or 
are unhappy in their present state. On the contrary, there is 
considerable evidence that they are in a state of emotional 
euphoria, characterized by what Karen Horney has described as a 
'binge of health'--a binge that is understandable and probably 
inevitable in their circumstances. 

(3) The resignees find more satisfaction in their present career 
efforts than they did in their work as priests. 

(4) Only a minority of resigned priests (40%) definitely wish to return 
to the priesthood (pp. 313-314). 

Greeley in a subsequent book (1972) emphasized priestly exodus. One of 
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his regretful reflections was that many people made "folk heroes" out of priests 

who left instead of out of priests who stayed. His summary comment on the 

resignees emphasized the resigned priests' relationship between loneliness 

and the desire to marry: 

When we turn from given reasons for resignations to sophisticated 
analytic techniques, we discover that the desire to marry is the 
strongest predictor of plans to leave the priesthood, in part 
because a desire to marry acts as a 'channel' for prior causes of 
resignation. The principal reason for the desire to marry is 
loneliness, and the factors which influence loneliness are 
youthfulness, inner-directed personality, more modern values, a 
tense family background, a lower level of religious experience, 
and a lower level of work satisfaction (p. 165). 

Dellacava (1973) interviewed 35 resigned priests to analyze the abrogation 

process of leaving. A three-stage model of the abrogation process was 

reported: (1) stage one: substantive role conflict; (2) stage two: compromise, 

avoidance and abrogation; and (3) stage three: acquisition of a new status set. 

In regard to stage one, celibacy was the number one factor creating role conflict 

while the man ministered as a priest. In regard to stage two, the priest was 

unable to compromise since he was unable to resolve his stage one conflict at 

all: 

However, given the historic, inclusive and controlling nature of the 
priesthood, with its concomitant expectation that the individual 
who commits himself to it does so on a total basis, the individual's 
effort to live with compromise between the demands of newly­
emerging relationships and the traditional role-set members was 
itself conflict-producing(p. 424A). 

In regard to stage three, the resignee usually decided to enter a service 

occupation consistent with the priestly experience. He also married, 

established new familial relationships, and revised his priestly orientation to the 

status of a lay person. 

Waldorf (1973) analyzed case studies of resignees after the Vatican II period 
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and developed a four-fold model of commitment-alienation describing the men 

as they progressed through their decision to leave the priesthood. The first 

dimension referred to normative"alienation" whereby the individual as a priest 

either modified or rejected the Catholic belief system. Another dimension 

pertained to institutional alienation whereby the individual during the post­

Vatican II period reacted to the new value structure expounded by Vatican II and 

entered a transition. A further dimension related to interpersonal alienation 

whereby the individual especially reviewed celibacy after re-evaluating his 

ideology and the changes precipitated by Vatican II in the two previous 

dimensions of the model. The last dimension referred to the person's subjective 

factors of commitment and how they change. 

Schoenherr & Greeley (1974) developed a general model for relating role 

commitment processes to the American priesthood. They defined role 

commitment as "a process in which continuing in the role of priest depends on 

the net balance of its rewards and costs" (p. 407). The two researchers did a 

causal analysis of a sample of 3,045 American priests (based on the NORC 

1972 study) and identified celibacy as the priests' principal concern in the 

commitment process: 

Thus, if the priest sees marriage as a desirable opportunity 
foregone, if the costs of loneliness outweigh the satisfactions that 
flow from his job assessed in terms of a modern set of values, and 
if movement is made easier by the fact of his being relatively 
young and inner-directed, the clergyman will probably decide to 
quit his position as a religious professional. .. Celibacy is more 
important for commitment than the authority issue. (p. 407). 

By reporting that the positive desire to marry was the single most crucial factor 

in leading priests to leave the active ministry, Schoenherr & Greeley (1974) 

differed from some earlier explanations identifying spiritual unfitness, 

psychological deficiencies, and the lack of a colleague support system as 
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leading reasons. 

Headley (1974) studied the resignee's management of his deviant identity 

after the man left the priesthood and reported: "Adjustment to lay life in all these 

areas was seldom easy, but the overall direction was clearly one of working out 

a negotiated or renegotiated lay life in the world. Deviance was managed" (p. 

1238A). 

Moga (1976) and Hendricks-Rauch (1979) both studied the marriages of the 

resignees. Moga (1976) reported two findings from a study of 54 couples: (I) The 

marriages were viable and healthy; and (2) "Developmental tasks and stages of 

development for these mid-life marriages were not substantially different from 

those found to be characteristic of marriages contracted at an earlier age" (p. 

30508). Hendricks-Rauch (1979) utilized a questionnaire and the Dyadic 

Adjustment Scale to study the marriages of 460 resigned married or previously 

married Roman Catholic priests and 451 wives with a total sample of 445 

couples. He found that the marriages of the resignees were unique: 

Significant variables which made these marriages quite unique 
were the older age of parents (mean age for men 45.5 years; 
mean age for women 38.8 years) with very young children (mean 
age of children 6.8 years) and the high percentage of wives with 
college and advanced degrees (85.6%). Approximately 50% of 
the wives were resigned nuns, and 56% of the resigned priests 
were members of CORPUS(Qorps Q.f Beserve Priests .!..!.nited for 
�~�e�r�v�i�c�e� (p. 39328). 

Halstead & Halstead (1978) conducted a sexual intimacy survey of 223 

religious sisters and priests who resigned their institutional ministries. The 

researchers reported that persons who promised to be celibate as a 

commitment for religious life experienced unique problems upon re-entering the 

lay life: 

Men and women who have lived in a celibate religious community 
experience a unique set of sexual, social, and psychological 
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problems upon resuming a secular life-style, which are not easily 
appreciated by the nonreligious professional counselor and do not 
readily lend themselves to extrapolation from other population 
groups(p. K5014). 

The findings indicated that the resignees had little sexual experience prior to 

entry into their religious orders, had slightly more sexual experience during their 

active ministries, and had considerably more sexual experience after leaving 

their ministries. 

Nestor (1979) studied 25 diocesan priests who resigned from the active 

ministry between 1968 and 1978. He used a scheme of "reason analysis" in his 

qualitative research study. He found various factors were considered by the 

resignees in their decision-making process: (I) cumulative reasons which 

became instrumental as a result of some precipitating event such as the desire 

to marry or loss of Church credibility; (2) disdain toward "burned out" and 

insensitive priest-peers (3) aloneness; (4) personal growth; (5) celibacy ; (6) role 

expectations and restrictions; (7) negligible support systems from the hierarchy 

and peers; (8) inadequate seminary preparation; and (8) the priest's age 

According to Day (1982), past studies ignored the wider problems of control , 

domination, and celibacy within the Church. Recent studies, however, are 

focusing on the organizational factors of the Church which have contributed to 

priestly withdrawals. Day cited Schoenherr who found that the Church 

controlled its subordinates and precipitated priestly resignations. Such 

decisions to leave were not motivated by a rebellious spirit as would be 

expected, but by a search for inner development: 

Schoenherr's point is that the motivating forces behind many 
resignations are more positive than negative. The vast majority, 
he said, are not so much rebelling against Church authority as 
opting for positive relationships and personal growth unavailable 
inside the instititional Church (p. 8). 

Schoenherr & Sorensen (1982), studied a sample of 59 Catholic dioceses 
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and 3,045 priests and estimated that priestly departures would continue in the 

future: 

Given the large proportion of "underdeveloped and developing" 
priests among the United States clergy, the pervasive influence of 
the wider culture's sexual norms, the growing uneasiness about 
the superior spiritual value of celibacy over marriage within 
Catholic theological circles, and the unavoidable challenge facing 
every young priest to make the crisis of intimacy and mutuality a 
passage for growth rather than regression, it is reasonable to 
expect that the driving force behind resignations will be sustained 
in the decades ahead (p. 38). 

Haag (1984) studied 13 resigned diocesan priests ordained after 1960 and 

stated: 

The number and rate of resignations and a review of the literature 
provide context Analysis of the interview data which reveals 
consensus regarding the seminary's failure to encourage personal 
maturity, an overall positive experience of priesthood and 
problems with the institutional Church in areas of authority and 
celibacy. This researcher speculates that the conflict between the 
respondents' idealized image of Church and their lived 
experience weakened their commitment to a celibate priesthood 
(p. 1789A). 

Graham (1985), in a phenomenological study of 20 priests who resigned from 

the active ministry, reported nine themes from his unstructured interviewing: (I) 

The principal reasons for leaving were loneliness, intimacy, and celibacy; (2) 

The men, during the process of leaving, experienced a painful transition and 

sought emotional support from others; (3) The men experienced conflict during 

the resignation process; (4) Family and friends at first were non-affirming but in 

time accepted the men's decisions; (5) The men struggled during the transition 

to begin a new life for themselves; (6) The resignees shared positive feelings 

regarding marriage and fatherhood; (7) The men continued their spiritual and 

prayer lives after leaving; (8) Most continued their ministries after leaving; and 

(9) The men found support from contact with other resigned priests. 

Comparative Literature on Roman Catholic Priests and Resigned Priests in the 
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United States 

Schallert & Kelley (1970a, b, & c) reported findings of a study which included 

interviews of 317 "drop-out" priests and 317 "stay-ins" used as a control group. 

Basically, they found that the identities of the "drop-outs" were "diffused". 

According to the researchers, Vatican II significantly altered the structure of the 

Church by opening all Church matters to scrutiny, debate, and renewal. In that 

process, some younger and idealistic priests experienced deep feelings of 

alienation with the loss of structure. Ironically, although the point of Vatican ll's 

reforms was to correct the feelings of alienation of its members, some priests, 

instead, experienced alienation, feeling "powerless, normless, meaningless, 

self-estranged, and isolated" (p. 255). Feeling alone and lonely, the priests 

searched for interpersonal support from their superiors or religious 

communities. If no personal and emotional support came from those "significant 

others", the priests re-evaluated their commitments to the priesthood and to 

celibacy, and some subsequently left the structure of the institutional Church 

and became "drop-outs." The importance of this study was in demonstrating 

deficient relational support from the priests' "significant others" and the need to 

educate the "crucial other" to be a positive influence in providing emotional 

support to the priests. With such a positive influence, the "crucial other'' may 

dissuade the active priests from leaving the active ministry. 

Several dissertations have made comparative studies of priests and 

resigned priests. In organizing them, three categories emerged: (I) a 

psychological category; (2) a sociological category; and (3) a vocational 

category. The three categories are not mutually exclusive; but, instead, they 

overlap. The use of the categories was for organizational purposes only. The 

dissertations located ranged in years from 1970 to 1981. In keeping with the trend 
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on declining literature pertaining to resigned priests, only two recent 

dissertations were found relating to comparative studies, one in 1980 and the 

other in 1981. The above three categories will be summarized and reviewed 

in the order just presented. 

In the comparative psychological studies, eight dissertations were found; 

they will be briefly reviewed. Watzke (1972) studied 873 resignees and 

compared them with a subsample of 6000 active priests. He studied the identity 

crisis of the American Catholic priests and reported a profile of the resignees: 

In comparative profile, the resignees are younger, show higher 
educational achievement, come from somewhat more conflicted 
family backgrounds, reflect higher support for self-actualizing 
values. Their dissatisfaction centers less around disaffection with 
the role, and more upon other specific features of Church 
teaching, organizational career, and celibate life-style (p. 421 A). 

Olen (1974) compared 31 Capuchin Order seminarians with 19 Capuchin 

Order seminarian-resignees. Both groups were members of the same religious 

order for less than five years. He was interested in studying the psychological 

forces that strengthened or weakened a man's commitment to the priesthood. 

There were three findings. First, the ecological environment of the men was 

their seminary which provided all the necessities of life for them. Second, the 

principal psychological factor influencing commitment was interpersonal. 

Impacting the men in descending order were their peers, spiritual directors, 

women (or the lack of them), older priests in the religious order, priests outside 

the religious order, and loneliness. Third, factors that decreased a man's 

commitment to the religious order included a desire to relate to women, poor 

relations with older priests in the religious order, good relations with friends 

outside the order, and a feeling of restriction while a member of the religious 

order. 

Noty (1974) compared 63 active priests with 67 resigned priests to study the 
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"relationships among personality, interest, motivation and personal orientation 

variables and persistence in the priesthood" (p. 896A). Tests administered 

included The Personal Orientation Inventory and the Cattell 16 Personality 

Factors as well as The Thurstone Interest Inventory and the Motivational 

Analysis Test. Findings indicated differences on some measures and 

similarities on others: 

Statistically significant differences were found between persisters 
and nonpersisters on the interest and motivational measures. 

Statistically significant differences were not found on the measures 
of personality and personal orientation for the two groups (p. 
896A). 

Wilson (1975) compared 100 priests with 100 resigned priests.on personality 

differences, on the semantic meaning of seven Church-related concepts, on 

congruence of the man's self-concept to each of the seven Church-related 

concepts, and on demographic factors. The Cattell 16 Personality Factors, the 

Semantic Differential Test, and a specially constructed questionnaire were used 

to study the differences between the two groups. Basically, in personality, 

"priests were considered 'better adjusted' than the normal adult population, but 

scores indicated that ex-priests were 'better adjusted' than priests" (p. 4268A). 

Nichols (1974) compared 45 men who left the active ministry with45 men who 

remained in the ministry. The Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory 

(MMPI) was used with a one-page questionnaire. The researcher was 

interested in discovering what differences, if any, would be found between the 

groups. He found personality differences between the groups: 

It was concluded that those who marry after leaving the ministry 
have a somewhat different personality structure than those who do 
not marry. Though not on the same variables, ex-priests as a 
whole showed somewhat different personality structures than 
those who do not leave. And, further, that those who left the 
priesthood displayed even less psychological pathology than 
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those who remain in the ministry. And finally, that those who left 
were overtly upset about the process of their leaving(p. 2056A). 

Loughlin (1975) compared 30 active priests (20 who were liberal and 10 who 

were more conservative) with 20 resigned priests selected on their availability. 

They were compared on several dimensions of ego development using the 

Loevinger Sentence Completion Test. To measure other capacities, The 

Edwards Personality Preference Schedule and the Rotter Internal-External 

Locus of Control Measures were used. The principal finding was that leaving 

the priesthood was related to ego-development: 

The main instrument suggested support for the hypothesis that 
leaving the priesthood is associated with ego development; in 
addition, trends of support were evident from the auxiliary tests, 
interviews with a subsample of each group, and my personal 
experiences and observations (p. 58048). 

Wood (1977) compared three groups: 182 seminarians, 180 active priests, and 

54 resigned priests. They were compared on self concept, work values , and 

anxiety. To measure those factors, the Adjective Check List, the Work Values 

Inventory, and the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory were used. The findings 

indicated differences among the groups: 

The results indicated that there were significant differences 
between the clergy type groups in four of the five aspects of self­
concept. 

Three clergy type groups were significantly different on five of the 
seven aspects of work values. 

They were different significantly on both the anxiety scales(p. 
4879A). 

Ward (1980) compared 200 seminarians, active priests, and resigned priests. 

He used Alderian principles of birth order and Merton's description of a 

bureaucracy to determine if the eldest child would most likely be the expected 

candidate for the priesthood, if the youngest child next likely, and if the second 



47 

child the least likely. Results reported were: "The resulting chi square was not 

significant, and the null hypothesis of no relationship between birth order 

position and length of commitment to the priesthood was accepted" (p. 34978). 

In the comparative sociological studies, one dissertation was reported .. 

Lloyd (1973) compared 100 active priests and 100 resigned priests "on the 

selected relationship between the selected personality variables of Present 

Time Orientation, Inner Urgency and Self Sufficiency, and role change" (p. 

8578). Parts of the Personality Orientation Inventory and the Sixteen 

Personality Factor Questionnaire were used as well as a specially constructed 

questionnaire. Lloyd found a strong relationship between personality and role 

change. 

In the comparative vocational studies, five dissertations were located. 

Gilbride (1973) compared 50 priests and 50 resignees. Three measures were 

used: a biographical inventory, Holland's Vocational Preference lnventory(VPI) , 

and the Adjective Check List. The purpose of the research was to determine if 

there were differences in personality and in person-environment interactional 

factors as found in Holland's theory of vocational choice. There were three 

findings. First, results of the biographical data and the Vocational Preference 

Inventory were similar for both groups. Demographic characteristics and 

personality profiles were similar. Also, Holland's hypothesis of members of the 

same vocation having similar personalities was supported. Finally, "Resigned 

priests scored significantly higher on self-confidence, achievement, dominance, 

endurance, and order" (p. 45068). 

Houston (1973) studied 70 active priests and 45 resigned priests. He used a 

questionnaire to examine their vocational adjustment patterns. He stated: "In 

general, the former priests saw the present Catholic Church stand on various 
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doctrinal, moral, and legal matters as overly rigid" (p. 5971 A). Reasons for 

leaving the ministry shared by the resignees included: (I) marriage; (2) the 

Church's "bureaucratic ecclesiastical authority structure;" (3) the Church's 

suppression of freedom; (4) a belief in "de-institutionalized priesthood" with all 

Catholics sharing in the ministry; (5) loss of confidence in ecclesiastical 

leadership; and (6) disagreements with some of the Church's principal 

teachings. 

Reinheimer (1974) compared 112 active priests with the same number of 

resignees. The study compared the vocational interests and values of both 

groups using Holland's theory of vocational choice and vocational change. The 

men were administered the Strong Vocational Interest Blank, the Allport, 

Vernon, Lindzey Study of Values, and a specially constructed questionnaire. 

The study reported similar interests for the two groups: 

It would appear from this study that in line with previous studies, 
priests do have homogeneous interests. It seems also that age of 
choice of ministry is not related to interests and values but the 
graduate education does have some relationship. It seems that 
those who leave the active ministry have somewhat more 
education than those who remain (p. 6460A). 

Mucowski (1977) compared 163 Franciscan (OFM) priests and resignees who 

ministered as priests for at least five years. A mailed questionnaire and the 

Personality Research Form A were used for assessment purposes. The study 

examined the existence of different occupational patterns between the groups. 

The typology hypothesis was supported: 

The use of typologies to verify mid-life job shifts was supported. 
Results produced indicated that persons who drop out of the 
religious priesthood were different on two personality variables 
(Dominance and Exhibition) than three groups of religious priests 
who remained in the religious life (p. 636A) 

Tuohy (1981) compared 50 second-career seminarians, 50 active priests, and 

50 resigned priests between the ages of 35 and 55 on the variables of self-
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concept, work values, and job satisfaction. Data collection assessments 

included The Adjective Check List, The Work Motivation Schedule, a Work 

Scale from the Job Descriptive Index, and a Reason-for-Choice Scale. There 

were three findings. First, there were no essential differences in self-concept of 

the three groups. Furthermore, out of the three groups, the resignees while 

priests, were least satisfied with their vocational role , especially with the priestly 

life-style, whereas the active priests were most satisfied. Finally, Tuohy stated, 

"The changing of careers may not, necessarily, reflect any retardation in the 

individual's vocational development but may indeed be a further step in his 

vocational development" (p. 4984A). Principally, the resignees left the 

institutional priesthood "because they found the life style too barren and too 

sterile; policy-making groups paid little attention to them, and they were lonely 

and wanted to marry" (p. 4984A). 



CHAPTER Ill 

THEORIES OF ADULT DEVELOPMENT 

This chapter will encompass adult development in general, Levinson's 

psychosocial theory, and the review of the literature on that theory. Additionally , 

it will include the significance of the current study and a critique of Levinson's 

theory. 

During the past several years, developmental psychologists have realized 

that their domain is not just childhood, adolescence, or senescence, but the 

entire life-span of human development, from conception to death, from the 

cradle to the grave. Although developmentalists previously studied 

senescence, the last stage of adulthood, typically they did not study the other 

two stages known today, young adulthood and middle adulthood. Only 

recently, then, has adulthood become a new and challenging focus for 

developmental psychologists and others. Prior to the 1970's, human 

development was equated primarily with child development (Gardner, 1982). 

Renowned theorists like Freud and Piaget believed that development ceased 

after adolescence. It was only during the 1970's that various phases of adult life 

became a principal focus of the following researchers: Neugarten (1968, 1977, 

1979); Block (1971); Clausen (1972); Haan (1972); LeShan (1973); Haan & Day 

(1974); Maas & Kuypers (1974); Lowenthal, Thurnher, & Chiriboga (1975); White 

(1975); Brim (1976) Sheehy (1976, 1981); Vaillant (1977); Gould (1978) Levinson , 

Darrow, Klein, Levinson, McKee (1978); and Osherson (1980). Because of this 

newly generated interest in adulthood, Erikson (1978) believes that we are 

entering "the century of the adult" (p. vii). 

Adult Development in General 

The concept of adulthood will be discussed in general first by raising four 
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questions: (I) What is adulthood? (2) What are the models of developmental 

change? (3) What are the principal metamodels of adult development? and (4) 

What are the principal research methodologies used in studying adult 

development? 

What is Adulthood? 

Research has generated two principal and contrasting approaches to the 

essence of adulthood, each on one extreme of a continuum: (I) a static image; 

and (2) a fluid image. According to the first perspective, emphasis is on an 

adult's "consistency, predictability, and stability of values, attitudes, 

commitments, and life-style" (Fowler, 1984, p. 12). William James, the 

pioneering American psychologist, shared this static perspective: 

By the age of 30, the character has set like plaster, and will never 
soften again. Though our bodies may be bent by the years and 
our opinions changed by the times, there is a basic core of self--a 
personality--that remains basically unchanged (Brim & Kagan, 
1980, p. 2). 

Hurlock (1968) defined an adult as: "an individual who has completed his growth 

and is ready for his status in society with other adults" (p. 33). 

The second perspective on adulthood emphasizes the adult's fluidity, 

changeability, and instability. According to Fowler (1984) , "it was virtuous to be 

fluid, flexible, and frequently ready to change fundamental convictions and 

outlooks"(p. 14). In this pattern, an adult would not commit himself finally to 

relationships with persons, social institutions, places, or things. 

The perspective of this thesis is neither an acceptance of the static image 

entirely nor the dynamic image completely but a combination of both with an 

emphasis on adult development. This view was expressed by Gould (1978) who 

said, "Adulthood is not a plateau ; rather, it is a dynamic and changing time tor 

all of us·" (p. 14). Fowler (1984) has described this integration of stability and 
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change: 

I believe that the tepee (static) and the Protean (fluid) models 
depict, in polar tension, two yearnings and realities that pull 
powerfully at one another in the hearts of each of us and in the 
culture of which we are a part. These yearnings and realities--the 
experience of relentless change and the longing for continuity and 
stability--persist and conflict in the midst of the shifting tectonic 
plates of values and convictions underlying our societal and 
cultural life (p. 14). 

As will be reported later, Levinson's theory also includes this integration of 

change and continuity in his concepts of alternating "structure-building periods" 

and "structure-changing" (transition) periods. 

What are the Models of Developmental Change? 

Development is best conceptualized through qualitative change rather than 

through quantitative change. The former involves major shifts in a person's 

experiences as he progresses through sequential periods distinct from one 

another. The latter involves "quantitative, piecemeal changes where human 

growth is viewed simply as the gradual acquisition of more complex responses, 

without any fundamental reorganization of capacities" (Gardner, 1982, p. 267). 

Two models have been invoked in the literature to explain this qualitative 

change: (1) an embryonic model; and (2) a hierarchical model. According to 

Bocknek (1980), the first approach to developmental change is rooted in biology: 

The embryonic model is rooted in biology. It reflects the coming to 
prominence of different organ systems, each of which goes 
through a critical period in its ascendance when it is most 
susceptible to the impact of life experience (p. 18). 

Bockneck identifies Erikson's (1959, 1963, 1968, 1978) epigenetic theory of 

psychosocial development as an example of the embryonic model: 

Each of Erikson's eight ages of life comes to its ascendance, meets 
its crisis, and finds its lasting solution during the stage indicated. 
Each succeeding stage is affected by the solutions reached in the 
earlier stage(s). But stages do not build systematically (p. 18) 
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In Eriksonian theory, for example, the critical issue of the sixth stage, Intimacy 

vs. Isolation, will come to ascendance during the young adulthood period 

irrespective of the resolution of the fifth-stage issue, ldentity_vs. Identity 

Diffusion. 

The second approach to developmental change is a hierarchical model 

which has been described by Bockneck (1980): 

The hierarchical approach presupposes an invariable sequence of 
developmental stages, each building on and affected by the prior 
stage(s). Implicit in this model is a belief that the organism 
advances as it achieves higher developmental levels (p. 18). 

Examples of such a hierarchical approach are: Maslow's (1954) pyramid of 

needs; Piaget's (Tanner & lnhelder, 1957, 1958) genetic, epistemological theory 

of cognitive deyelopment; Kohlberg's (1969, 1984) cognitive-developmental 

approach to morality; Loevinger's (1976) theory of ego development; Selman's 

(1976, 1980) "social perspective -taking" approach; and Fowler's (1981) theory of 

faith development. Those developmental perspectives, with the exception of 

Maslow's, are cognitivedevelopmental approaches. According to Mosher 

(1979 '1 ) cognitive developmentalists focus on the development of cognition in 

interaction with the environment: 

These {approaches} focus on development in human thinking 
across a broad array of concerns (that is, they are cognitive­
developmental theories in part or in whole). All postulate that 
development occurs as a result of interaction between an inquiring 
person and a problem, that social experience stimulates or retards 
growth, and that people grow toward greater intellectual, moral, 
and social complexity (p. 133). 

Sprinthall (1978) says of the hierarchical approach: 

Qualitative growth can be compared to the transformations 
involved in the sequence from an egg to a caterpillar to a butterfly. 
Each stage of development is, then, unique and separate, yet 
each succeeding stage builds upon and is (in fact) dependent 
upon the prior stage. Moreover, the 'direction' of such a 



54 

developmental sequence is both invariant and irreversible (p. 2). 

What are the "Metamodels" of Adult Development? 

Miserandino(l984) stated that theories of adult development have been 

rooted in one of two metamodels: (I) a mechanistic approach; and (2) an 

organismic approach: 

Research centering on objective, external events and their role in 
specific outcomes over the life course has been rooted in the 
mechanistic metamodel; in contrast, research centering on 
subjective, internal states and their respective role in adult 
development over the life course has been rooted in the 
organismic metamodel. Typically, mechanistic metamodels have 
sought antecedent-consequent relations while organismic 
metamodels have been developmental in nature (p. 3). 

The mechanistic metamodel views the adult as a reactive organism, a 

consequence of prior external stimulation. Change in the organism is viewed 

quantitatively, not qualitatively. Specific outside causes are responsible for 

complex activities within the organism (Overton & Reese, 1973). Hultsch & 

Plemons (1979) reported, " A mechanistic model of development is reducible to 

an analysis of various elements within a context of reaction to explicit causes" 

(p. 4). Miserandino (1984) identifies the following research as examples of such 

a model : Neugarten & Gutmann (1968); Lowenthal, Thurber, & Chiriboga (1975); 

Vaillant (1977); and Gould (1978). 

The other approach, the organismic metamodel, views the adult as an active 

participant in his or her own socialization who seeks and makes meaning from 

interaction with phenomena. The adult can shape his own development and 

destiny to some extent. Miserandino (1984) identifies principles of organization 

as intrinsic to this perspective: 

From this perspective, determining principles of organization are 
central. Change within the organism is qualitative as well as 
quantitative: the model stresses the study of the synthesis or 
organized complexities within the person and the construction of 
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structure-function relations rather than antecedent-consequent 
relations as found in the mechanistic mode ... Hence, 
development is seen as consisting of structural change and is 
discontinuous and not reducible to or predictable from previous 
states (p., 4). 

Gardner (1982) identifies this approach as "organismic-developmental": 

"Organismic" because it emphasizes the coherence of and 
interactions among processes within the organism; 
"developmental" because it assesses each organism's status at a 
certain moment in terms of its degree of development (p. 258). 

Miserandino (1984) identifies the following research as examples of such a 

model: Jung (1933); Havinghurst (1952, 1972); Erikson (1959, 1963, 1978); Piaget 

(1972); Kohlberg (1969); Loevinger (1976); Stewart (1976); and Levinson, 

Darrow, Klein, Levinson, & McKee (1978). 

What are the Research Methodologies Used in Adult Development? 

In research on adult development, one of five paradigms typically is used: a 

life-span developmental model, a longitudinal studies' model, a cross-sectional 

model, a milestones model, or a retrospective life history model. 

In the first paradigm, the life-span developmental model of adulthood .. 

emphasis is upon a study of aging (Baltes & Schaie, 1973; Baltes, 1979). "In this 

view, adulthood is viewed in terms of what has gone before and what is yet to 

come. Human development is perceived as a life-long process and life stages 

in terms of their antecedents and consequences" (Rogers, 1982, p. 13). 

Buhler (1935) completed the earliest life-span study. In collecting 300 

biographies in her survey, she concentrated on three aspects: (I) the external 

life events; (2) the subjects's internal reactions to these events; and (3) their 

objective accomplishments during the course of life. She combined the data 

from the three aspects with a biological life curve and divided the life-span into 

five stages. In the first stage, from birth through late adolescence, the person's 

focus is on home and school activities. In the second stage, the preparatory 
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stage, from late adolescence to about age 30, accentuation is on entrance into 

self-chosen and autonomous activities. In the third stage, beginning around 

age 30, stress is on a final choice of a vocation and establishment of a home. In 

the fourth stage, emphasis is on the middle years, years of psychological crises. 

In the fifth and final stage, beginning in the 60's, accent is on physical decline, 

retirement, sickness, death of friends and relatives, and death of oneself 

(Bocknek, 1980,). 

Jung developed a more simplified approach than Buhler did to life-span 

development (Campbell, 1971 ). Jung's works can be found in a set of nineteen 

volumes , The Collected Works of Carl G. Jung (published in separate years). 

Jung reported four developmental stages. The first stage, childhood, 

emphasizes the child's discovery and learning about the world. The second 

stage, youth, ranging from puberty to around age 40, focuses on coming to 

terms with what is attainable in life. The third stage, middle age, beginning 

around age 40, "the noon of life," accents on the adult's capacity to change, 

especially in his potential to balance the four polarities in his life: (I) young/old; 

(2) masculine/feminine; (3) creative/destructive; and (4) separate/attached. 

"Mid-life individuation" is a developmental principle guiding development after 

the age of 40. The main developmental task is to deal with the four polarities as 

a person changes his relationship to himself and to the external world. The 

fourth stage, old age, centers on the elderly being "the guardians of the 

mysteries" while they seek the meaning of life. 

Havighurst (1952) proposed a series of developmental tasks appropriate to 

six life stages that he identifies. The developmental tasks are the attitudes and 

behaviors that people are expected to master as they progress through the life 

span. Rogers (1982) identifies the following as Havighurst's developmental 
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tasks of the three adult stages: 

(I) In early adulthood (ages 18 to 30), tasks include selecting a 
mate, learning to live with the marriage partner, beginning a 
family, rearing children, managing the home, embarking on an 
occupation, assuming civic responsibility, and finding congenial 
social groups; 

(2) In middle age (ages 30 to 55), tasks include achieving adult 
social and civic responsibility, establishing and maintaining an 
appropriate standard of living, helping teenage children become 
happy and responsibile adults, developing worthwhile adult 
leisure activities, relating adequately to the spouse as a person, 
accepting and adapting to the physiological changes of middle 
age, and adjusting to aging parents; and 

(3) In later maturity (ages 55 and over), tasks include adjusting to 
declining physical health and strength, adapting to the death of a 
spouse, adjusting to reduced income and retirement, establishing 
relationships with one's age group, and fulfilling civic and social 
obligations (pp. 16-17). 

Erikson (1959, 1963, 1968, 1978) identified three adult stages during which 

each person faces, balances, and resolves a "critical issue." His three adult 

stages are: (I) young adulthood; (2) adulthood; and (3) maturity. The principal 

tasks to be resolved in each of the three stages are as follows: The young adult 

has to establish intimacy with others. He needs to avoid isolation or 

withdrawing from intimate human relationships. The adult, on the other hand, 

must be generative through producing or caring for children or through creative 

and altruistic behavior. He is to avoid stagnation, a form of narcissistic self­

indulgence. Finally, the mature adult (the aged) is to establish integrity, a sense 

of wholeness, a realistic acceptance of one's own life cycle integrating all the 

previous seven stages. His task is to avoid despair, an overall feeling that there 

will be no more opportunities for a renewal, and that his life has been 

meaningless ... to no avail. As has already been reported in this chapter, 

Erikson's theory of developmental change is embryonic and not hierarchical. 

Other theorists believe in the life-span approach but center their research 
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entirely on adulthood. Some examples include: Levinson and his colleagues 

(1978) who attribute developmental tasks to each of the adult periods; Vaillant 

(1977) who identifies development of defenses, seen on a dimension of maturity ; 

and Whitborune and Weinstock (1979) who extend the Piagetian processes of 

assimilation and accommodation into adult development. 

In the second approach to research, the longitudinal studies' model , 

emphasis is upon studying and re-studying the same group of subjects over a 

period of years according to pre-selected criteria. For example, at Harvard 

University in 1935, a team of specialists selected mentally healthy students to 

participate in a long-term study of their adult lives. Vaillant (1977) completed the 

study of the men's personalities and adjustments and published his results 

thirty-two years later. In discussing the conclusions of Vaillant's (1977) data, 

Bocknek (1980) says: 

In particular, Vaillant's data emphasize the saliency of two factors 
in fostering development through the adult life span. These are 
the structural integration of personality (presuming resolution of 
the identity crisis of adolescence) and interpersonal competence 
with peers (implying progress beyond the comfort and support 
level of interaction) (pp. 94-95). 

In the third research paradigm, the cross-sectional model, emphasis is on 

comparisons of behavior at different chronological ages. Different age groups 

are examined at the same point in time. Sheehy (1976) employed this research 

model when she examined middle class adults in their 20s, 30s, and 40s to 

learn what their personalities and life styles were like. Other examples of this 

model are: Neugarten & Gutmann (1968); Lowenthal, Thurber, & Chiriboga 

(1975); and Gould (1978). 

In the fourth approach to research, the milestones model, emphasis is on 

"describing the qualitative evolutionary changes in fundamental aspects of 

personality development" (Bocknek, 1980, p. 31) . Examples of this paradigm 
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include: Piaget's (1963) research on cognitive development in children; 

Kohlberg's (1964) cognitive-developmental theory of morality; and Loevinger's 

(1966, 1976) theory of ego development. 

In the fifth methodological paradigm, the retrospective life history model, 

emphasis is on constructing a biography of a person's individual development 

concentrating on the process of change over time (Buhler, 1935; Stewart, 1977; 

Buhler & Massarik, 1968; Levinson, Darrow, Klein, Levinson, & McKee, 1978). 

The biography is produced through the "intensive interview" (Maslow, 1939). 

This paradigm reflects the organismic model of adulthood previously reported in 

this chapter. Here the adult, in re-experiencing the biological, historical, and 

biographical events of his life, seeks and assigns meaning to them. Buhler 

(1935) studied elderly persons through their individual life histories and divided 

the life span into ten periods. Miserandino remarked, (1984), "Buhler identified 

biological and biographical events which characterized developmental phases 

thought to occur over the life course" (p. 7-8). 

In summary, this chapter reviewed four aspects of adult development in 

general: (I) the static perspective and the dynamic perspective of adulthood; (2) 

the embryonic model and the hierarchical model of developmental change; (3) 

the mechanistic metamodel and the organismic metamodel; and (4) the social 

methodologies used in adult development research including; (a) a life-span 

developmental model; (b) a longitudinal studies' model; (c) a cross-sectional 

model; (d) a milestones model; and (e) a retrospective life-history model. 

For the purpose of this thesis, Levinson's et al.'s (1978) psychosocial adult 

theory of development will be used as one of two lenses to understand the 

resignees interviewed for this study. Using the terminology above, the 

theoretical focus will be on both stability and change; on an embryonic model of 
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developmental change; on the organismic metamodel; and on the retrospective 

life-history model of methodology. With the review of adulthood completed, 

Levinson's conception of adult development, the theoretical framework for this 

dissertation, will be summarized. 

Levinson's Psychosocial Theory of Adult Development 

Levinson (1977a, 1977b, 1978, 1980) and his associates Darrow, Klein, 

Levinson, & McKee (1974, 1976, 1978) have proposed a conception of adult 

development identifying developmental tasks, periods, and eras over the life 

course. This theory demonstrates how men continue to change, �t�h�r�o�u�~�h�o�u�t� 

their lives, according to an age-linked timetable. According to Levinson (1986), 

"The hypothesis of age-linked periods in life structure development is thus well 

grounded in empirical evidence, though not in quantitative, large-sample 

research" (p. 12). Levinson's findings were based on a sample of 40 selected 

men (10 executives, 10 biologists, 10 factory workers, and 10 novelists), born 

between 1923 and 1934 who were interviewed intensively through the 

retrospective life history method. The sample differed also in four other ways: (I) 

in social class origins: 10% came from wealthy (upper-middle or upper class) 

backgrounds; 15% from poor urban or rural environments; 32% from comfortable 

middle-class origins; and 42% from stable working-class or lower-middle-class 

families; (2) in racial-ethnic-religious origins: 12% were Black; 18% were Jewish; 

20% Catholic; and 50% Protestant. Levinson also included 18% of mixed 

religious or ethnic parentage not included in the 100% sum total; (3) in 

educational background: 15% had no high school diploma; 15% had some 

college education; and 70% were college graduates; (4) and in marital status: 

80% were currently married and 20% were divorced. The sample was 

distributed in age between 35 and 45. The theory attempts to extend the 
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findings of Jung (1933), Buhler (193S), and Erikson (19SO, 1963) in describing the 

processes which account for men's adult development over the life course. 

Levinson begins by distinguishing between the terms "life course" and "life 

cycle": 

"Life course" refers to the concrete character of a life as it evolves 
from beginning to end; "life cycle" goes beyond that of the life 
course and refers to an underlying order in the human life course; 
although each individual life is unique, everyone goes through the 
same basic sequence. Moreover, the course of a life is not a 
simple continuous process. There are qualitatively different 
phases or seasons (Levinson & Gooden, 198S, pp. 1-2). 

Levinson et al. (1978) mention three historical and cross-cultural documents 

of 2,000 years ago or more that demonstrate the idea that others also have 

studied development as involving principal seasons of the life cycle. The 

documents include the Talmud, the sayings of the Chinese philosopher 

Confucius, and the wisdom of the Greek lawmaker-poet Solon (pp. 32S-326). 

Levinson et al. (1978) also identify others who proposed a conception of the 

life cycle. They cite Jung (1933),Van Gennep (1960), Ortega (19S8), and Erikson 

(1968). Jung's (1933) conception of five stages placed emphasis on 

individuation especially at mid-life, "the noon of life" where the individual now 

deals with archtypes (potential polarities) which were latent until mid-life. Van 

Gennep (1960) identified rites of passage, such as birth, death, marriage, and 

divorce, as major events in the life cycle in his societal perspective. 

Ortega (19S8) postulated five generations each representing a phase of the 

life cycle from childhood to old age: (I) the childhood generation, age 0 to IS; (2) 

the youth generation, age IS to 30, the novice phase of early adulthood, where a 

person takes his first, tentative steps into adulthood; (3) the initiation generation , 

age 30 to 4S, the culminating phase of early adulthood, where a person 

receives the wisdom from and is under the control of the dominant generation , 
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ages 45-60; (4) the dominant generation, age 45-60, middle adulthood, where 

the adult is in control and governs the social institution ; and (5) the old age 

generation, age 60 plus, where little information is known. 

Erikson's conception identified eight universal ego stages in the life cycle. 

His last four stages are appropriate for the content of this dissertation: (1 ) his 

fifth stage, Identity versus Role Diffusion, occurs during adolescence and during 

the transition into early adulthood; (2) his sixth stage, Intimacy versus Isolation , 

begins at around age 20 and continues to around age 40; (3) his seventh stage , 

Generativity versus Stagnation begins at around 40; and (4) his eighth stage, 

Integrity versus Despair, begins at around 60. 

Developmental Eras: The Seasons of a Man's Life 

Levinson et al.'s (1978) conception of adult development includes fou r broad 

eras or seasons as the macrostructure of the life cycle. The selection of the term 

"season" and its use is reminiscent of the wisdom literature of the biblical 

Eccesiastes 3:1-8: "There is an appointed time for everything, and a time for 

every affair under the heavens. A time to be born, and a time to die; a time to 

plant, and a time to uproot the plant. . . "(The New �A�m�e�r�i�c�a�n�~ �,� 1983, p. 688). 

Each era has its own biopsychosocial nature and each contributes to the who le. 

From one era to the next, a person experiences major changes while within the 

same era, there are lesser though still important changes in a person's life . The 

eras partially overlap with one era ending simultaneously as another era begins 

in a cross-era transition which lasts for about five years. During the cross-era 

transition, a person is like the Roman god Janus who had two faces. One face 

looks backward to the past in an attempt to bring to a culmination the previous 

era while the other face looks forward to the future in an attempt to deal with the 

tasks of the next era. Levinson & Gooden (1985) reported that the eras allowed 
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for similarities and differences in development: 

The eras and the cross-era transitional periods form the 
macrostructure of the life cycle providing an underlying order in 
the flow of all human lives, yet permitting exquisite variations in the 
individual life course. Each era and developmental period begins 
and ends at a well-defined modal age, with a range of about two 
years above and below this average (p. 4). 

Four eras are postulated: (I) preadulthood; (b) early adulthood; (3) middle 

adulthood; and (4) late adulthood. Each era lasts roughly for about 25 years. 

The first era, preadulthood, extends from conception to about age 22. This is 

the era of rapid biological, social, and psychological growth. A person develops 

from dependency to some degree of responsible independence. In contrast to 

the belief that adolescent development is largely completed at this time, 

Levinson's view is that the preadult era forms a base for further development in 

the next era, early adulthood. Transition occurs between 17 and 22 terminating 

the preadult era and initiating the early adult era. 

The second era, early adulthood, extends from about age 17 to 45. According 

to Levinson & Gooden (1985), this era begins with the early adult transition and 

is the era of greatest biological energy and personal satisfaction, on the one 

hand, and of stress and contradiction, on the other hand: 

This time can be one of rich satisfaction in terms of love, sexuality, 
family life, occupational advancement, creativity, and realization of 
major goals. There can be crushing stresses too: undertaking the 
burdens of parenthood and, at the same time, of forming an 
occupation; incurring heavy financial obligations when one's 
earning power is still relatively low; having to make crucially 
important choices regarding marriage, family, work, and life-style 
before one has the maturity or life experience to choose wisely. 
Early adulthood is the era in which one is most buffeted by 
passions and ambitions from within and by the demands of family, 
community, and society from without (p. 5). 

Levinson is currently writing a book, The Seasons of a Woman's Life, which is 

scheduled for publication in September of 1986. He studied 45 women and will 
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report the findings and implications in his upcoming book. He recognizes that 

the balance of the developmental tasks may be different for men and women 

even though they progress through the same sequence of developmental 

periods. According to Levinson & Gooden (1985), "Gender, social class, and 

race impact the pursuit and development of occupation in early adulthood." 

Regarding gender, women usually demonstrate one of two patterns in their 

twenties: one pattern makes occupation primary and family secondary or not at 

all, and the other pattern puts marriage-family primary and occupation 

secondary or not at all. Regarding social class, blue-collar workers enter the 

work force prior to or after high school graduation while white collar workers 

and professionals enter the work force later after college or professional 

training. Regarding race, Levinson & Gooden (1985) express the difficulty of 

racial minorities in pursuing and fulfilling their dreams: 

Racial minorities are often burdened with lower-class status and 
racial barriers that limit their opportunities for rewarding and 
satisfying work. They often begin their twenties with hopes of 
becoming successful, prosperous, or famous through occupational 
achievement. These men and women find it difficult, however, to 
form occupations that are vehicles for such dreams. These 
dreams are often given up early or remain outside the life strucutre 
that is formed (p. 7). 

The third era, middle adulthood, extends from about age 40 to 65. It begins 

with a mid-life transition lasting from about age 40 to 45 which terminates the 

era of early adulthood and initiates the era of middle adulthood. Biological 

capacities in this era are below those of early adulthood but still robust. As 

reported by Ortega (1958), persons within the age range of 45 to 60 form the 

"dominant generation," providing leadership within all social institutions and 

providing guidance to the upcoming generation of young adults who will soon 

enter the dominant generation. Levinson (1984) stated that middle adulthood 

offers an opportunity to balance our inner conflicts with external demands: 



65 

Given relatively favorable development and life circumstances in 
middle adulthood, we can become more compassionate, more 
reflective and judicious, less tyrannized by inner conflicts and 
external demands, more genuinely loving of self and others. 
Without these, our lives become increasingly trivial and stagnant. 
We have to understand the possibilities for growth and decline, 
fulfillment and stagnation, in middle adulthood. Our social 
institutions must learn better to foster individual growth and to 
reduce decline--the opposite of what they now do (p. 54). 

In middle adulthood, a person strives for more "congruence" between the self 

and the environment than he did during early adulthood. 

A late adult transition occurs from about age 60 to 65 terminating the era of 

middle adulthood and initiating the era of late adulthood. 

The fourth and final era, late adulthood, begins at about age 60. It begins 

with a late adult transition. About this transition, Levinson et al. (1978) said, "The 

tasks of this transition are to conclude the efforts of middle adulthood and to 

prepare oneself for the era to come. It is a period of significant development 

and represents a major turning point in the life cycle" (p. 62). Levinson et al. 

(1978) did not study men within this age bracket and consequently made few 

research comments about this final developmental era. 

The Adult Life Structure 

Adult development "is the evolution of the life structure during the adult 

years" (Levinson et al, 1978, p. 42). The life structure consists of three parts: (I) 

a man's social and cultural world; (2) aspects of the self--those parts that are 

lived out and those parts that are inhibited or neglected as each man makes 

commitments to different components in his life; and (3) a man's participation in 

the world through his activity, decision-making, and relationships with others. To 

demonstrate that "the life structure is the underlying pattern or design of a 

person's liie at a given time," and that it is a broader concept than personality 

structure, Levinson & Gooden (1985) compare personality structure and life 
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structure, each of which asks a different question: 

(I) A theory of personality structure is a way of conceptualizing 
answers to a concrete question: What kind of person am I? 
Different theories offer numerous ways of thinking about this 
question and of characterizing oneself or others, e.g. wishes, 
conflicts, defenses, traits, skills, values. 

(2) A theory of life structure is a way of conceptualizing answers to 
a different question: What is my life like now? As one begins to 
reflect on this question, many others come to mind: What are the 
most important parts of my life, and how are they interrelated? 
Where do I invest most of my time and energy? Are there some 
relationships--to spouse, lover, family, occupation, religion, 
leisure--that I would like to modify, to make more satisfying or 
meaningful? Are there some things not in my life that I would like 
to include? Are there interests and relationships, now occupying a 
minor place, that I would like to make more central? (p. 5). 

Various theorists (Erikson [1963], Piaget [1963], Freud [1965], Loevinger [1976], 

Selman [1980], Fowler [1984], and Kohlberg [1984]), concentrate on one 

aspect of personality development whereas Levinson's concept of the life 

structure involves an "overall character of living" (Levinson & Gooden, 1985, p. 

4). 

In Levinson et al.'s (1978) original report of their research, they identified a 

man's choices, commitments, and values as the "primary components of the life 

structure." (p. 44). According to recent research, Levinson & Gooden (1985) still 

consider choices as central but emphasize a person's relationships within 

choices as primary: 

The primary components of a life structure are the person's 
relationships with various others in the external world. The other 
may be a person; a group, institution, or culture; a particular object 
or place. A significant relationship involves a major investment of 
self (desires, values, commitment, energy, skill), a reciprocal 
investment by the other person or entity, and one or more social 
contexts that contain the relationship, shaping it and becoming 
part o1 it. Every relationship shows both stability and change as it 
evolves over time, and it has different functions in the person's life 
as the life structure itself changes (p. 5). 
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A life structure, at any one point in time and place, may include many and 

diverse components. Usually, one or two components (marriage, family, and 

occupation) are central. The central components involve those relationships in 

which a person makes major investments and his attempt to find meaning in his 

life at that particular time. They take up a person's time and energy and 

influence the other lesser components of the life structure which are easier to 

change because they involve less investment of self. Interestingly, Levinson et 

al (1978) did not consider religious commitment as a central component of the 

life structure of their sample. In this thesis, however, religious commitment is 

focal and is considered a vocation, a call to the priesthood. It is considered a 

significant component of the adult life structure. 

In further discussing the life structure, Levinson & Gooden (1985) include it as 

part of open systems theory where the life structure is considered a boundary 

structure: 

In terms of open systems theory, life structure forms a boundary 
between personality structure and social structure, and it governs 
the transactions between them. A boundary structure is part of the 
two adjacent systems it connects and is a link between them; yet, it 
is partially separate or autonomous. The life structure mediates 
the relationship between individual and environment. It is the 
cause, the vehicle, and the effect of that relationship., A theory of 
life structure must draw equally on psychology and the social 
sciences (p. 6) . 

Levinson & Gooden (1985) consider the self and the world conjointly in 

importance in the life structure, not singly: 

The life structure grows out of the engagement of self and world. 
Its evolution is shaped by factors in the self and in the world. It 
requires people to think conjointly about self and world, rather 
than making one primary and the other secondary or derivative (p. 
6). 

To clarify further this interaction, Levinson et al. (1978) cite Arthur Miller's essay 

"The Shadow of the Gods" to emphasize the interpenetration of self and world: 



68 

"The self is in the world, the world is in the self" (pp. 46-47). 

"Marker events" are seen as crucial precipitators to psychosocial 

development within an adult's life structure: 

Our lives are punctuated by events such as marriage, divorce, 
illness, the birth and death of loved ones, unexpected trauma or 
good fortune, advancement or failure in work, retirement, war, 
flourishing times, and rock bottom times. We use the term 'marker 
event' to identify an occasion of this kind, which has a notable 
impact upon a person's life. Marker events are usually considered 
in terms of the adaptation they require. They change a man's life 
situation and he must cope with them in some way. The 
significance of a 'marker event' for an individual depends partly 
upon its place in the sequence of developmental periods (pp. 54-
55). 

Levinson's "marker event" is reminiscent of Kennedy & Heckler's (1971) concept 

of "personal experience events" which were common precipitators of 

development and growth in "developing" priests. 

In following the evolution of the life structure, Levinson et al (1978) found an 

unchanging basic pattern with numerous variations. The life structure for all 

men evolved through a predictable sequence of developmental periods during 

the adult years. The sequence alternately included a series of structure-building 

periods (lasting five to seven years) and structure-changing (transitional) 

periods (lasting four or five years). 

A structure-building period includes tasks that help to build a framework for 

life. This process involves three phases: (I) making key decisions; (2) forming a 

structure around these choices; and (3) striving toward personal goals and 

values within this structure. A structure-building period is usually relatively 

stable but it also can include some stress and change. After five or seven 

years, this relatively stable life structure is questioned by the person and is 

modified in some respects during the next transitional period: 

As a transition comes to an end, it is time to make crucial choices, 
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to give these choices meaning and commitment, and to start 
building a life structure around them. The choices mark the 
beginning of the next period, a structure-building period .. They 
are, in a sense, the major product of the transition(p. 52). 

The tasks of the structure-changing (transitional) period are to re-evaluate the 

current life structure, to explore the potential for change within oneself and the 

world, and to move toward commitment to the important choices that form the 

foundation for a new life structure. A transition is a renewal experience and has 

three phases: (1) "an ending; (2) a period of darkness and exploration; and (3) a 

new beginning" (Sammon, 1983, p. 20). It usually lasts for about five years. 

According to Levinson & Gooden (1985L "Almost half one's adult life is spent in 

developmental transitions. No life structure is permanent; periodic change is 

given in the nature of human existence"(p. 6). Levinson (1986) gives equal 

weight both to structure-building and structure-changing periods in the 

evolution of the life structure. 

Each person defines and evaluates the "satisfactoriness" of his adult life 

structure. Levinson et al (1978) define the term "satisfactory" incorporating both 

an objective and a subjective aspect to it: 

Broadly speaking, a life structure is satisfactory to the extent that it 
is viable in society and suitable for the self. The perspectives of 
both society and self are needed here. A structure is viable to the 
extent that it works in the world. Within it, a man is able to adapt, to 
maintain his various roles and to receive sufficient rewards. A 
structure may be externally viable and yet not internally suitable if 
it does not allow him to live out crucially important aspects of his 
self. On the other hand, a structure may be suitable in terms of his 
inner dreams and values, and yet not be workable in the world. 
Often, a man's life structure is 'fairly satisfactory': it works pretty 
well in the world, though it does not bring all the rewards the man 
had hoped for, and is moderately suitable for the self, though it 
does not permit him to live out some important wishes and values 
(pp. 53-54}. 

A life structure is never completely satisfactory as "it contains some mixture of 

order and disorder, unity and diversity, integration and fragmentation. It is 
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always flawed in some respects" (Levinson et al, 1978, p. 54). 

Developmental Periods 

The evolution of the life structure during early adulthood and middle 

adulthood will now be reported. The nomenclature for these periods has 

undergone a change from 1978 to1986 (Appendix C). Levinson et al. (1978) 

consider the periods age-linked, but not a simple derivative of age. The 

researchers say, "The timing of a period, and the kind of developmental work 

done within it, vary with the biological, psychological, and social conditions of a 

man's life" (p. 319). Consequently, a range of two or three years is allowed on 

either side of the average age for each developmental period. Each period 

includes specific psychosocial developmental tasks which gives it a unique 

feature. "The specific character of a developmental period derives from the 

nature of its tasks" (p. 53). 

The Novice Phase of Early Adulthood 

Levinson et al (1978) described the "novice phase" of early adulthood. Its 

three periods include: (I) the Early Adult Transition which occurs between age 17 

and 22; (2) Building an Entry Life Structure which happens between age 22 and 

28; and (3) the Age Thirty Transition which ranges between age 28 and 33. 

There are four developmental tasks of this novice adult phase: (1) to form a 

"dream" and to define it more precisely as one progresses through the three 

periods; (2) to form mentor relationships; (3) to form an occupation; and (4) to 

form intimate relationships, marriage, and a family. By the time this phase is 

completed, Levinson & Gooden (1985) conclude that young adults have formed 

an initial adult life structure, have modified the life structure either substantially 

or peripherally, and have entered adulthood more fully: 

Young adults, engaging the world in various ways, are now more 
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aware of the strengths and limitations of the lives they have formed 
and wish to build a life that is more suitable and rewarding. By the 
early thirties, young adults feel that they have entered adulthood 
fully (p. 9). 

The Early Adult Transition 

The first adult developmental period takes place between age 17 and 22. 

This is a transition between the eras of preadulthood and early adulthood. Its 

two antithetical developmental tasks include on the one hand moving out of the 

pre-adult world by separating from family of origin and on the other hand 

moving into the adult world by forming a dream, by setting an occupational 

direction, by developing a sense of self as an adult, by initiating and exploring 

intimate relatioinships, and by forming mentor relationships. The dream is a 

vision of the kind of life the person wants to live as an adult: 

The dream, in its primordial form, is a vague sense of self-in-adult­
world. It has the quality of a vision, an imagined possibility that 
generates excitement and vitality. At the start, it is poorly 
articulated and only tenuously connected to reality, although it 
may contain concrete images such as winning the Nobel Prize or 
making the all-star team (p. 91). 

The developmental task of the young man is to give the dream greater 

definition and to find ways to live it out. If the adult's life structure is consonant 

with and infused by the dream, his chances of personal fulfillment are good. If, 

on the other hand, the adult's life structure is opposed to the dream, his chances 

of personal fulfillment are not as promising: 

Many young men develop a conflict between a life direction 
expressing the dream and another that is quite different. A man 
may be pushed in the latter direction by his parents, by various 
external constraints, such as lack of money or opportunity, and by 
various aspects of his personality, such as guilt, passivity, 
competitiveness and special talents. He may then succeed in an 
occupation that holds no interest for him. The conflict may extend 
over many years, evolving through various forms. Those who 
betray the dream in their twenties will have to deal later with the 
consequences (p. 92). 
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This dream may have its origin in childhood and adolescence, but it is a 

distinctively adult phenomenon which is initially transitional in nature. The 

dream gives a person a purpose and meaning for his adult life. To facilitate the 

man's work on his dream, he is helped by two very important transitional 

figures: the "mentor" and the "special woman." The "mentor" fosters the 

individual's development by believing in him, by sharing his dream, and by 

helping him define his newly discovered adult self. The "special woman" is 

similar to the mentor but she also becomes the man's lover, friend, and helper 

in the pursuit of his dream. 

Erikson (1950, 1968) identifies the crisis of this period as Ego Identity versus 

Identity Diffusion. This crisis culminates at around the same time as the 

occurrence of Levinson's Early Adult Transition period. The principal tasks of 

the adolescent and young adult are to form an identity and to decide what they 

want to do in life as adults. Identity in one sense consists of the answers the 

adolescent gives to the questions "Who am I?" and "Who am I to be?" (Scarr & 

Zanden, 1984, p. 392). They attempt to attach meaning to themselves by 

"achieving a sense of inner continuity with what they were before and what they 

will become" (Gardner, 1982, p. 573). The alternative to forming a unifying 

identity is role diffusion (confusion), a form of moratorium, where individuals try 

out different roles without forming commitments in an attempt to find themselves 

According to Erikson (1968), a successful resolution of the "identity crisis" 

prepares a young adult for psychosocial development to the next ego-stage. An 

unsuccessful resolution causes role diffusion and hinders the person's 

subsequent development during early adulthood especially in establishing 

intimate personal relationships. As with all of Erikson's ego stages, a "favorable 

balance" is needed of the Ego Identity versus Identity Diffusion polarities. 
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Marcia (1966, 1980) suggested four possibile identity statuses: (I) Identity 

Achiever: A person who has experienced a crisis and critically evaluates his 

parents' influence on his thinking of occupation, religion, and politics and 

makes a responsible decision based on this information; (2) Identity 

Foreclosure : A person precludes his "identity crisis" and assimilates parental 

beliefs for one reason or another and builds a life that "makes sense" to his 

parents; (3) Identity Moratorium: A person is preoccupied with identity, is in 

crisis, but is unable to commit himself in this transitional stage until later; and 

(4) Identity Diffusion: A person is not preoccupied with identity like the 

Moratorium; forming no real commitments, he is in chronic indecision. 

Erikson's concept of identity can be related to Levinson's concept of the 

dream. Both concepts give the young adult a purpose and meaning for his 

adult life. As will be reported in this study, the resigned priests' definitions of 

who they were and who they wanted to become were very important aspects of 

their lives. 

Looking ahead, Erikson (1967) speculated about the competing ideologies 

that will impact young adults in the year 2000. Erikson envisaged two 

ideologies: 

(1) In the first, the ideology of technology and science, youth 
become what they do ... the food harvested, the goods produced, 
the money made, the ideas substantiated or the technological 
problems solved (p. 864). 

(2) In the second, the humanist. universalist ideology. man is the 
measure, and the search is not for the technically possible but for 
the criteria for the optimal and the ethically permissible; the 
ideology is characterized by humanitarian activism, to assist the 
underprivileged everywhere and an insistence on the widest 
range of human possibilities--beyond the technological (p. 866). 

Building An Entrv Life Structure For Early Adulthood 

The second adult developmental period occurs between ages 22 and 28. "A 
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young man has to fashion and test out an initial life structure that provides a 

viable link between the valued self and the adult society" (p. 79). Now there are 

two antithetical developmental tasks: on the one hand, the young man needs to 

explore freely and to keep his options open by avoiding firm commitments; on 

the other hand, he needs to build a relatively stable and consistent if provisional 

adult life structure. In an attempt to balance these two tasks, a person usually 

chooses one of four resolutions: (I) He may emphasize the task of exploration 

and form no permanent commitments; (2) He may make strong commitments 

early to marriage and/or occupation; (3) He may choose stability in one part of 

his life such as occupation but transiency in another part such as marriage; and 

(4) He may select a nomadic existence until about age 25 or 26 when he begins 

then to form his first adult life structure. There are also two other tasks in this 

period: to define one's dream more specifically and to form a mentor/mentee 

relationship. 

Erikson's (1950 , 1968) ego-stage of Intimacy versus Isolation begins in the 

early twenties and continues through early adulthood until around age 40. His 

stage parallels the "novice phase" of early adulthood and the Culminating Life 

Structure of early adulthood period (ages 33 to 40). . Intimacy is a readiness to 

risk oneself in a close relationship with another. Intimacy is often understood as 

sexual love within a mutually committed relationship "which requires an 

element of exclusiveness of commitment and sharing" (Fowler, 1984, p. 25) . 

Erikson, however, interprets intimacy in a broader context than just sexual love: 

Erikson also sees intimacy as characterizing situations of conflict 
and struggle, situations of intellectual and spiritual communion, 
and situations where persons from different religious or cultural 
orientations meet and share their traditions' truths deeply and 
unthreateningly (Fowler, 1984, p. 25). 

The opposite of intimacy is isolation where an individual attempts to control 
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situations of intimacy, or he withdraws from them. If a person has not resolved 

the "identity crisis" by forming a relatively stable sense of identity, he will 

experience difficulty in forming intimate relatioinships with others. 

As with all of Erikson's ego-stages, a "favorable balance" is needed between 

the two polarities of Intimacy versus Isolation. 

The Age Thirty Transition 

The third adult developmental period takes place between ages 28 and 33. 

There are two antithetical developmental tasks for this transition period : on the 

one hand, a person works on the flaws and limitations of the first provisional 

adult life structure of the previous period, while he also creates the basis for a 

more satisfactory structure that will be built in the ensuing structure-building 

period. According to Levinson and Gooden (1985), a person re-evaluates his 

first adult life structure examining his previous choices for his dream, 

occupation, and intimate relationships: 

Young adults make choices and commitments before they have the 
experience to evaluate them., After the experiences of life in the 
twenties, they can more realistically ask whether their occupation 
is consistent with their dreams and talents, whether their 
marriages or intimate relationships are what they really want, or 
whether these reflect conformity to or rebellion against parental 
wishes (p. 8). 

As a person works on the flaws and limitations of the previous life structure , 

he asks himself a question: "If I am to change my life--if there are things in it I 

want to modify or exclude, or things missing I want to add-- I must now make a 

start, for soon it will be too late" (Levinson et al, 1978, p. 58). Unresolved 

conflicts of adolescence may occur at this time as intimate relationships become 

especially important. 

After the Age Thirty Transition, some young adults may re-affirm their previous 

commitments and pass through a smooth transition ; others may make changes 
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in their lives without encountering a crisis; and the remainder may go through a 

crisis. In Levinson et al's (1978) sample, three sequences were found: (1) a 

smooth , continuous transition ; (2) a painful transition (crisis) where the majority 

of the sample experienced difficulty working on the psychosocial tasks of the 

period; and (3) a mixed or ambiguous transition. Levinson et al (1978) describe 

the specific nature of the age thirty crisis: 

Developmental crises have certain common characteristics 
whether they occur in adolescence, at age 30, at 40 or whenever. 
However, the character of every crisis is shaped by the 
developmental issues of the current period. Thus, a time of 
special difficulty occurring around age 30 must be seen in the 
context of the Age Thirty Transition. An age thirty crisis is not 
"merely" a delayed adolescent crisis, though unresolved conflicts 
of adolescencce will be reactivated and perhaps more fully 
resolved in it. Nor is it a "precocious" mid-life crisis, though it has 
much in common with the transitional problems of persons who , at 
about 40 , feel caught in a life structure that has become intolerable 
(pp. 86-87). 

Building A Culminating Life Structure For Early Adulthood 

The fourth adult developmental period occurs between ages 33 and 40. 

Levinson initially identified this period as Settling Down but has since changed 

it. Levinson et al. (1978) reported two developmental tasks for this period. One 

task includes establishing a niche in society, and another involves fulfilling 

one's career dream and "making it." In the latter task, a person builds a more 

satisfying life for himself as he is affirmed by society in his move upward. 

The adult life structure formed here is the basis for the culmination of early 

adulthood. Two phases in this period were reported: (I) an Early Culminating 

Life Structure from age 33 to 37, where a person seeks stability and makes 

accommodations within his life structure and avoids making any major structural 

changes; and (2) a Late Culminating Life Structure from age 37 to 40 , where a 

person seeks to be fully his own person by "Becoming One's Own Man" 
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(BOOM). The latter phase represents the peaking of early adulthood. There is a 

built-in dilemma: on the one hand, the man desires independence while, on the 

other hand, he seeks affirmation in society. The tasks of Becoming One's Own 

Man include affirming the choices made in the early part of the period, 

becoming a senior and respectable member in one's occupation by climbing to 

the top of a "self-defined ladder," speaking more confidently and more 

assertively with one's voice, and securing a greater degree of authority for 

oneself. At this time, also, the person's relationship with his mentor typically 

becomes stormy, and he breaks the relationship. 

Levinson & Gooden (1985) reported five sequences common to this period: 

(I) Seguence A: Men who advanced within a stable life structure 
and worked well toward their goals. 

(2) Sequence B: Men who experienced failure and decline within a 
stable life structure. 

(3) Sequence C: Men who formed a stable life structure in their 
early thirties and then attempted to break out of it and form a new 
structure in the mid or late thirties: Breaking out. 

(4) Sequence D: Men who experienced change in the life structure 
as a result of advancement. 

(5) Sequence E: Men who were unable to create a stable life 
structure during this period: considered an unstable life structure 
(p.9). 

The Mid-Life Transition : A Bridge Between Early Adulthood and Middle 

Adulthood 

The fifth adult developmental period happens between age 40 and 45. This 

era of reappraisal and questioning is the bridge between early adulthood and 

the middle adulthood eras. "The shift is sometimes precipitated by a crucial 

marker event--a drastic change in job or occupation, a divorce or love affair, a 

serious illness, the death of a loved one, a move to a new locale" (Levinson et 
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al., 1978, p. 61). When this marker event is an occurrence that marks the 

outcome of his efforts to become his own man, it becomes a culminating event 

signaling the termination of the Culminating Life Structure period and the 

beginning of the Mid-life Transition. Whether the culminating event occurs early, 

during, or late in the Mid-life Transition is also of importance to the person's 

reaction. 

There are three principal developmental tasks within this period: (I) moving 

out of early adulthood era by evaluating the satisfactoriness (both past and 

future) of the existing life structure; such as "de'illusioning"-questioning the 

illusions of early adulthood which were not based on reality; (2) moving into 

middle adulthood era by taking the first steps to modify one's current life 

structure and to begin to move toward a one; such as reworking the adult 

dream, giving up illusions of the dream, or reducing the tyranny of the dream; 

and (3) dealing with and integrating four polarities of mid-life individuation: (a) 

young/old; (b) destruction/creation; (c) masculine/feminine; and (d) 

attachment/separateness. 

A new individuation usually begins during the Mid-life Transition and 

continues throughout middle adulthood. According to Levinson & Gooden 

(1985), "Individuation results from efforts to integrate conflicting aspects of the 

self and to differentiate the self more sharply from the world" (p. 9). Levinson 

draws on the theory of Jung (1933) who proposed four symbolic polarities as 

principal tasks of individuation in the second half of life. The first polarity is 

young/old. Levinson & Gooden (1985) remarked, "Images of death and rebirth, 

mortality and immortality, describe the existential issues that this polarity 

encompasses: The young symbolizes newness, openness, initiation, and 

beginning. The old represents termination, fruition, stability, and death" (p. 10). 
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The second polarity is destruction/creation. Erikson's concept of generativity 

and Levinson's emphasis on mentoring are implicit here. Both refer to the 

middle adult's interest in passing on a legacy to future generations. This 

polarity is related to the that of young/old with common themes of death and 

mortality but is broader. Levinson & Gooden (1985) stated, "The task of 

individuation here involves not only an acknowledgment of one's capacity to be 

both destructive and creative but also the emergence of the capacity to live with 

both in some balance" (p. 10). Levinson et al. (1978) describe the essence of 

coming to terms with the destructive aspect of the polarity: 

A person can become more understanding now as to his 
grievances against others for the real or imagined damage they 
have done him ... and he must come to terms with his guilts--his 
grievances against himself--for the destructive effects he has had 
on others and himself (p. 223). 

In Jaques' (1965) study of artists, he found that the resolution of the "mid'life 

crisis," depended upon an adult's acceptance of his own mortality 

(destructiveness and death) around the age of 35. 

The third polarity is masculine/feminine. In early adulthood, "men were men , 

and women were women." Men suppressed feminine qualities such as 

softness, nurturance, creativity, nonviolence, responsibility to others, and an 

"ethic of care" (Gilligan, 1982) whereas women, conforming to social 

expectations, suppressed masculine qualities such as ambition, power, 

toughness, and bodily prowess (Levinson et al, 1978). During the Mid-life 

Transition, individuals have the opportunity to "acknowledge aspects of 

themselves that have been suppressed and to work on a new balance of the 

masculine and feminine in themselves" (Levinson & Gooden, 1985, p. 10). In 

such a resolution, individuals move toward a "sexual bimodality." 

The fourth and last polarity is attachment/separateness. To be attached is to 
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be engaged with the environment and to be separate is to be involved in one's 

inner private world. Levinson & Gooden (1985) stated that mid-life individuation 

involved a reduction of attachment: 

An important aspect of mid-life individuation is a reduction of 
Attachment. The process of de-illusionment and reappraisal 
requires a turning inward and engagement with the self. One must 
reduce the pull of external demands and attend to voices deep 
within the self. This turning inmward modifies the early adulthood 
trend of greater attachment to the external world that is required by 
the tasks of raising a family and building an occupation (p. 10). 

This process and shift of turning inward has been identified by Neugarten (1969) 

as "interiority." 

In understanding a person's movement through the Mid-life Transition, it is 

important to know which one, if any, of the sequences he progressed through 

during previous period. Levinson et al. (1978) said, "A man's sequence through 

the Settling Down period influences the way in which he embarks upon the Mid­

life Transition and works on its tasks" (p.201). Levinson et al (1978) found three 

outcomes of the transition: (1) a relatively stable sequence with little questioning 

or searching; (2) a manageable sequence with some painless changes in the 

adult life structure; and (3) a crisis sequence with some deep struggles within 

the self and the external world. Eighty percent of the subjects in Levinson's 

study experienced a crisis. In describing the nature of a severe mid-life crisis, 

Levinson et al. (1978) say: 

This period evokes tumultuous struggles within the self and with 
the external world ... Every aspect of their lives comes into 
question, and they are horrified by much of what is revealed. They 
are full of recrimination against themselves and others. They 
cannot go on as before, but need time to choose a new path or 
modify the old one. The crisis reflects the developmental issues of 
the Mid-life Transition(p. 199). 

Erikson (1950, 1968) postulates his Generativity versus Stagnation stage as 

beginning around 40, around the same time as the Mid-life Transition, and as 
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continuing throughout middle adulthood. Levinson et al. (1978) describe the 

tasks for Erikson's seventh stage: 

In the stage of Generativity-Stagnation, the tasks include arriving at 
a "favorable balance" of generativity over stagnation; coming to 
terms with the actualities of stagnation and death; drawing more 
fully upon one's internal resources for generative purposes; 
accepting with less ambivalence one's responsibilities and 
obligations toward society in general and the next generation of 
adults in particular; acquiring the virtue of "caring" in new ways for 
individuals and institutions (p. 323). 

Building An Entry Life Structure For Middle Adulthood 

This sixth developmental period ranges between ages 45 and 50. Since 

Levinson et al. (1978) interviewed men between the ages of 35 and 45 for their 

study, their theory is more speculative than empirical for men after the age of 45. 

The researchers did, however, conduct follow-up interviews two years after the 

initial interviewing with most of the subjects, and a few years later, they 

interviewed four men whose biographies were included in their book. As 

Levinson et al. (1978) stated: 

On the basis of these lives, we have constructed a picture of the 
changes that occur in Entering Middle Adulthood. Although this 
picture is more sketchy than those for the preceding periods, it 
does show some of the common themes and individual variations 
during this period (pp. 279-280). 

Three developmental tasks were identified: (I) making crucial choices; (b) 

giving the choices meaning and commitment; and (3) building a life structure 

around those choices. The investigators also found three outcomes of this 

period. As one consequence, some men made provisional choices at the 

conclusion of the Mid-life Transition and were ready to commit themselves to 

the building of a new life structure. As another result, others made subtle and 

small modifications within their life structures. As a final effect, most, however, 

were unable to form a middle adulthood provisional structure at this time, and 
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these men needed the remainder of the period to make choices which would 

subsequently initiate a new life structure. 

The Age Fifty Transition 

The seventh developmental period is The Age Fifty Transition which takes 

place between age 50 and 55. Levinson and Gooden (1985) reported that men 

re-evaluated their lives during this period: 

At around age 50, persons have an opportunity to reappraise and 
enrich their lives. A developmental crisis in the Age Fifty 
Transition may occur if a person feels incapable of changing an 
intolerable life-structure. Those who avoided major changes in 
the Mid-life Transition in order to maintain stability are particularly 
apt to experience a crisis at this time. Persons who cannot make 
needed changes may enter a period of stagnation and decline 
and may be unable to find ways of living out valuable aspects of 
their selves(p. 12). 

Building A Culminating Life Structure For Middle Adulthood The eighth 

period and the last one of middle adulthood occurs between age 55 and 60. 

Speculating about it, Levinson & Gooden (1985) said: "After attempts at 

modification in the Age Fifty Transition, persons may spend the final years of 

their fifties attempting to bring to fruition the hopes and aspirations of their late 

forties" (p. 12). 

The Late Adult Transition 

Levinson et al (1978) postulate one other developmental period: the Late 

Adult Transition which occurs from age 60 to 65. This transition bridges middle 

and late adulthood. The person here reasseses the life he built during middle 

adulthood in the light of the aging process. There is one other developmental 

period in Levinson's schema, but he only identifies it as Late Adulthood ranging 

from age 60 to ? 

In summary, Levinson and his associates found a sequence of eras 

(seasons) and periods which unfold in an orderly progression through an age-
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linked timetable. At a later date, Levinson & Gooden (1985) remarked: "The 

idea of age-linked eras and periods now has the status of an empirically 

grounded hypothesis that needs further testing in various cultures" (p. 4). 

Unlike Piaget (1963), Loevinger (1966, 1976), Kohlberg (1969, 1984), and others 

who describe their developmental stages in an ascending order (with each 

stage representing a higher capacity as a person advances from one level to 

the next), Levinson et al. posit a sequence that is not hierarchical. Like Erikson 

(1950, 1963) Levinson et al do not describe one period as higher or better than 

the preceding ones. They use the imagery of the four seasons of the calendar 

year to demonstrate that one season is not intrinsically better than any of the 

other seasons. "Each season plays its essential part in the unfolding of the life 

cycle, and the sequence follows a prescribed course. So too with our 

developmental periods" (Levinson et al., 1978, pp. 319-320). Just as a transition 

is required for the shift from one season to the next, there is also a transition 

between developmental periods. Also, each developmental period is not 

separate from the others but "coexists" and "interpenetrates" with the others. 

According to Levinson et al. (1978), "The current period is predominant in a 

man's life, but the others are present in it since the life cycle is an organic 

whole" (p. 321 ). 

In summarizing their theory, Levinson et al. (1978) report three sets of 

interrelated tasks common to the developmental work of both early adulthood 

and middle adulthood. Although some of these tasks are predominant during 

one era and not the other, they need to be worked on developmentally during 

both eras. The first set of developmental tasks involves building and modifying 

the life structure through alternating eras and periods that provide relative 

stability on the one hand and re-evaluative transitions on the other hand. The 
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second set of developmental tasks involves forming and modifying single 

components of the life structure. The five central components include: (1) 

forming and modifying a dream; (2) forming and modifying an occupation; (3) 

forming and developing intimate love, marriage, and/or family relationships; (4) 

forming mentoring relationships; and (5) forming and developing mutual non­

sexual friendships. The third set of development tasks involves becoming more 

individuated by reintegrating and resolving the following four interrelated 

polarities: (a) young/old; (b) destruction/creation; (c) masculine/feminine; and 

(d) attachment/separateness. 

Review of the Literature on Levinson's Theory 

The purpose here is to review Levinson's theory. Literature on men will be 

reported and followed by comparative studies on men and women. Although 

this dissertation is concerned with an all-male sample, the researcher believes 

that the understanding of Levinson et al's (1978) theory is fuller when applied to 

women also. Therefore, research on women is included in Appendix D. 

Research on Men 

Literature on Levinson's theory will be reported by reviewing research on 

early adulthood, on middle adulthood, and on both early and middle adulthood. 

Research that neither reported the age level nor the developmental era of the 

subjects will also be included. 

Research on Early Adulthood 

Eight studies on early adulthood were found. A theoretical dissertation, 

Kellerman (1975) conducted a "single case analysis" of a political biography of 

Willy Brandt, a German statesman whose leadership was of major importance 

in the development of West Germany into a world power. Kellerman focused on 

Brandt's early adulthood including Levinson's Early Adult Transition, Entering 
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the Adult World, and the Age Thirty Transition. In emphasizing the early thirties 

of a politician as being more predictive of later adult behavior than childhood 

and adolescence were, Kellerman reported: 

And it is proposed that for purposes of prognostication, a political 
actor's early thirties offer by far the most fertile period for 
determining those base line values and behaviors which will 
persist throughout middle and later adulthood--that is, into the 
period when he is (most) likely to exercise political leadership (p. 
3986A). 

In a second theoretical dissertation, Hobbs (1982) used a "bibliographical, in­

depth-case approach" to generate theoretical concepts of young adulthood of 

four mentor pairs: (1) music (Woody Guthrie and Bob Dylan); (2) politics 

(Lyndon Johnson and Bill Moyers); (3) literature (Maxwell Perkins and Thomas 

Wolfe); and (4) psychiatry (Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung). A brief biography of 

each mentor and protege was reported as well as a discussion of their 

mentoring relationship to determine, what role if any, the mentor played in the 

development of the protege. Results indicated that the mentoring role was more 

paternal than fraternal and that the major functions of the mentor are: 

(1) Sharing and encouraging the dream of the protege. 

(2) Compensating for parental insufficiencies. 

(3) Introducing the protege to the occupational world. 

(4) Understanding and responding to the protege's 
extraoccupational needs (p. 2016B). 

Two dissertations examined central components of the life structure during 

early adulthood. Walker (1983) studied eight Southern Baptist ministers who 

ranged in age between 28 and 33 to determine the role of Levinson's concept 

of the dream in their lives. Findings supported Levinson's concept of the dream 

except that during the Age Thirty Transition, the men did not report any re­

evaluation or stress . In a thematic analysis of the dreams, Walker (1983) 



86 

reported two principal groupings: 

Six themes common to the dreams of the ministers were divided 
into two major groups: (1) philosophical-theological themes and 
(2) operational-instrumental themes. The strongest philosophical­
theological theme evidenced by the ministers was the desire to 
follow the will of God in their lives. Other themes were: (a) a desire 
to do their personal best in life; and (b) a common feeling of being 
drawn toward a destiny in life. Operational-instrumental themes 
included: (a) a desire to be work oriented; (b) to be more 
immersed in vocational pursuits than avocational pursuits; and (c) 
a deep commitment to the family (p. 1300A). 

Lea (1982) studied the dream in novice adults in relation to mentoring and 

occupation. Fifty young businessmen, between the ages of 28-36, were studied 

using Holland's theory of vocational choice and Holland's Vocational 

Preference Inventory. Lea's findings suggested that Levinson's concepts of the 

dream and mentoring have validity in understanding occupational (career) 

development. The research suggested: 

(I) possessing a dream and possessing a mentor were positively 
related; 

(2) possessing a dream seemed prerequisite for forming a mentor 
relationship; 

(3) possessing a dream seemed related to making consistent 
vocational choices but not congruent vocational choices; 

(4) possessing a mentor seemed related to making congruent 
vocational choices but not consistent vocational choices; 

(5) subjects with dreams but no mentors seemed to make the most 
consistent vocational choices; and 

(6) subjects with dreams and mentors seemed to make the most 
congruent vocational choices(p. 34588) 

Lea's was the first empirical study of Levinson's central concepts of the life 

structure. His study needs to be replicated. 

Ceria (1983) constructed a testing instrument, the Harford Adult 

Development Inventory, for measuring the completion of six developmental 
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tasks during the novice phase of early adulthood of 44 men. He said, "It was 

concluded that the instrument yielded evidence of test-retest reliability, content 

validity, and face validity. Internal consistency and construct validity of the 

scales need improvement" (p. 1984B). 

Gooden (1981) used Levinson's theory in a study of 15 Black males from 

Levinson's Age Thirty Transition (Ages 28-33) to the Mid-life Transition (Ages 

40-45). At the time of the interviews, the men ranged in age between 40 and 53 

and lived in a medium-sized city in the Northeast. Gooden's (1981) results 

indicated some similarity with Levinson et al.'s (1978) findings and some 

important cautions to be taken when using their theory to describe the 

development of black males: 

It was found that the sequence of age linked periods found by 
Levinson et al. (1978) in his predominantly white male sample 
appeared also in the lives of these black participants with some 
variation in age. The concept of life structure is generally 
applicable but only vaguely in the street men because of the 
chaotic and stressful course of their lives. Only a few of the men 
formed dreams in their late teens or twenties and most of those 
who did were unable to integrate these dreams into their lives and 
so gave them up early. Very few men had mentors and so were 
deprived of their help in forming occupation and making real their 
dreams. The majority of the men had difficulties in their late thirties 
achieving advancement and affirmation, doing what Levinson 
calls, "Becoming One's Own Man." On the other hand, the lives of 
these black men seemed richer than the white sample in 
friendship and organization (e.g., the church, political groups and 
fraternal orders (p. 4284B). 

The findings of Gooden clearly need to be replicated. However, his data have 

influenced Levinson to modify his original thinking. Levinson & Gooden 

recently(1985) stated, "Gender, social class, and race impact the pursuit and 

development of occupation in early adulthood" (p. 7). 

Levinson et aL (\978) did not include religious commitment as one of the 

central components of the life structure. Two investigators have applied the 
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theory to study commitment to a Catholic professional religious life style. Their 

research is relevant to this study although they studied men who remained in 

the institutional ministry whereas this thesis focuses on men who resigned from 

such a ministry. 

Sammon in 1982 and in a research article published with Reznikoff & 

Geisinger (1985), studied 228 Roman Catholic religious professional men who 

included 126 religious brothers, 54 seminarians, and 48 priests. His subjects 

were between the age range of 27 and 34 as his focus was Levinson's Age 

Thirty Transition. He studied the re lationship between ego-identity (measured 

by the Rasmussen Ego Identity Scale), age of religious commitment (identified 

as age of first vows/promises), and current life-change stress (measured by the 

Religious Life Experience Survey), constructed by Sammon and based on the 

Life Experiences Survey. The following contributory variables were also 

examined through tests: "psychosocial maturity, trait anxiety, authoritarian 

orientation, locus of control, purpose-in-life, and social desirability" (Sammon , 

1982, p. 1 ). The men were also asked to complete essay questions on the four 

developmental tasks of early adulthood: the dream, mentors, 

ministry/occupation, and intimacy. A mail questionnaire method was used. 

According to Sammon (1985), there were two principal findings: 

(1) As predicted, men with higher levels of ego identity 
characterized recent life-change less negatively; those with lower 
levels judged it to be more noxious; and 

(2) Contrary to expectations, commitment age failed to contribute 
significantly to either the prediction of ego identity level or negative 
characterizations of recent life change. This failure contradicted 
reports that attendance at the moratorium-witholding environment 
of a Catholic seminary fosters greater identity foreclosure" (p. 684). 

The answers of the men to the essay questions on the four developmental 

tasks are relevant for this study. Questioned about their clarity in knowing what 
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they wanted to do with their adult life (forming and defining a dream), 82% of the 

sample answered affirmatively that as the years passed, their dreams became 

more clear; however, this understanding developed through the adult years with 

some stress similar to that of the late teen years. 

In response to a question on the availability of individuals who helped the 

men determine what they really wanted to do with their adult lives (mentors), 

78% of the men reported the guidance of mentors, especially spiritual directors. 

In response to the question on the success of forming a ministry/occupation 

during the past few years, 84% reported they formed a ministry/occupation on a 

personal level . Consequently, they addressed the task of occupation. 

In response to a question on the formation of intimate relationships during the 

past few years, the men reported addressing the task of intimacy through their 

ministry. Overall, the importance of personal growth in the lives of religiously 

committed men was a clear theme. Sammon, Reznikoff, & Geisinger (1985), like 

Kennedy & Heckler (1971 ), also found life events to be important precipitators of 

personal growth: 

Several remarked that they were reconsidering their religious life 
style in the light of others that, in their view, might provide more 
opportunities for intimacy. Many of these subjects were similar to 
men in the developing group described by Kennedy et al (1971) in 
their investigation of American priests. Although their personal 
growth had been suspended or delayed, now through 
circumstances or personal decision, these developing men found 
themselves challenged anew by the problems of growth. A 
profound religious or personal experience, particularly with a 
woman, was among the reasons cited for renewed personal 
development (pp, 683-684). 

A major difference between Sammon's study and Levinson et al.'s study is 

the method used. Sammon, however, was the first researcher to complete and 

to publish research on relating Catholic religious commitment (brothers, 

seminarians, and priests) to Levinson's theory, and being a religious order 
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brother himself, Sammon has added information to enhance Levinson's theory 

and to stress the importance of life events in initiating personal growth. 

A second investigator who researched Catholic religious commitment was 

Miserandino (1984). He used the retrospective biographical method of 

Levinson and interviewed six religious brothers and four priests to determine if 

Levinson's theory applied to their lives during the early adulthood era. He also 

employed a Religious Social Relationship questionnaire to study the social 

relationships of the men. This population of men was different from Levinson's 

sample because the men were not personally motivated toward career 

advancement and because they made a commitment to celibacy. 

Four hypotheses were examined. The first was that men who selected a 

religious life style will progress through the same developmental periods 

identified by Levinson. It was supported. 

The second hypothesis that men will be more concerned with issues of 

friendship and intimacy during the Entry Life Structure period (ages 22 to 28) 

than during the Culminating Life Structure (ages 33 to 40) period was 

supported. This was consistent with Levinson's finding. 

A third hypothesis that the task of forming and terminating mentor 

relationships will be completed during the early adulthood era was supported. 

This finding was consistent with Sammon's (1982) research but inconsistent 

with Levinson et al.'s (1978) finding that his sample experienced little 

mentoring. 

A fourth hypothesis that the role of the mentor will be more operative than the 

role of the special woman in early adulthood was not supported. The roles were 

found to be equally operative. 

In general, Miserandino's study supported Levinson's major developmental 
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assumptions: 

Results of the study supported the major assumptions of Levinson 
that development over the life course of early adulthood occurs 
within an intrinsic context of an underlying order and sequence of 
specific periods. These periods constitute a developmental life 
pattern normative of adult development in men (p. 241 ). 

Miserandino's retrospective biographical methodology paralleled Levinson's 

approach. Miserandino (1984) believed that his methodology was adequate: 

Lastly , the methodology of employing the biographical interview 
technique supplemented by the Religious Social Relationship 
Questionnaire appeared adequate to evaluating the existence of 
distinct periods within early adulthood (pp. 240-241 ). 

Miserandino's study, like Sammon's (1982) research, added to Levinson's 

theory by including within the central components of an adult life structure 

"commitment to a professional religious life style rather than career or family 

commitments "(Miserandino, p. 238). The present research endeavor is similar 

except that the focus is on resigned priests. No research was found in the 

review of the literature that employed Levinson's theory as a lens to study 

resigned priests. 

Research on Middle Adulthood 

One dissertation was located applying Levinson's theory to men in middle 

adulthood. Since Levinson et al. (1978) interviewed men up to the age of the 

late 40's, research on his theory which includes male subjects older than 45 will 

add input to his concept of middle adulthood. Kushnir (1982) interviewed eight 

men between the ages of 47 and 55 to explore: (1) major themes common to 

the men in that age group; (2) the existence of characteristics of a stable period 

after the age of 45; and (3) the existence of the middle adulthood's four 

developmental polarities. 

One of the major themes revealed that the men between the ages of 4 7 and 

50 experienced anxiety about their life structure. Regarding the polarities , the 
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men developed an increased sense of creativity and productiveness as well as 

an increased sense of caring and nurturance. Regarding the polarity of young­

old, the men developed an increased sense of their own mortality. They differed 

on the integration of attachment and separateness. 

Research Spanning Both Early and Middle Adulthood 

Six studies spanned both early and middle adulthood. Fagan and Ayers 

(1983) interviewed 23 policemen between the ages of 27 and 55. In general, 

their findings supported Levinson's theory. However, in regard to Levinson's 

concept of transition periods, the findings supported his description of the Age 

Thirty Transition (ages 28-33) most accurately but not the Mid-life Transition 

(40-45) where there was little evidence of an apparent transition between ages 

40 and 45. 

Three of the five studies involved a comparison between groups. Miranda 

(1984) studied age and place of residence (urban or rural) as factors of the Mid­

life Transition (ages 40-45) of 497 intellectually superior men. One of his 

principal objectives was to control the variable of intelligence: 

To control for the variable of intelligence, the research participants 
were selected from members of American Mensa, an organization 
which has as its only criterion for membership the attainment of a 
score at or above the 98th percentile on at least one recognized 
standardized test of intelligence (p. 22688). 

The sample was mailed a Life Event Questionnaire (LEQ) and the IPAT 

Anxiety Scale Questionnaire (ASQ). Contrary to Levinson's study, findings 

indicated that men identified in a pre-transitional group (in their mid-thirties) 

experienced more Mid-life Transition (ages 40-45) indicators than the 

transitional group (in their early forties) and the post-transitional group (in their 

late-forties). On the measurement of anxiety, the post-transitional group scored 

lower than the other two groups. Place of residence and background did not 
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affect the Mid-Life Transition indicators or the level of anxiety. 

Hedlund & Ebersole's (1983) study also compared men's groups. They 

studied156 males who fell into three groups. The pre-transition group (ages 35-

39) included 46 men; the Mid-Life Transition group (ages 41-46) included 55 

participants; and the post-transition group (ages 48 -53) included 55 men. The 

investigators were interested in determining if the dream component of the life 

structure was re-evaluated during the Mid-life Transition. They identified the 

dream as "one's meaning in life." Thirty-two members of a psychology class 

were trained to conduct the interviews. Results indicated that Levinson's finding 

that the dream occurred as an age-linked developmental task during the Mid­

life Transition (40-45) was not supported since there were no significant 

differences among the three groups in the degree of the re-evaluation of the 

dream. Support was reported more for life events causing a re-evaluation of the 

dream rather than age-related phenomenon. The importance of life events in 

adult development in precipitating a transition (a re-evaluation of oneself) has 

already been reported in this dissertation with the findings of Kennedy & 

Heckler (1971) and Sammon (1982). Neugarten (1979) also identified the 

concept of "social time" as an important life event influencing a person to re­

evaluate one's life. 

The third study to compare groups involved Ross' (1984) cross cultural 

research which compared fifteen 41-62 year old United States born males with 

fifteen 37-61 year old males who were immigrants from Mexico. The researcher 

was interested in determining if the developmental tasks identified by Levinson 

for each period would also be found in the comparison of the two groups. The 

results supported Levinson et al's (1978) theory except for two tasks, mentoring 

and occupational planning. Ross reported: 
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The groups were similar in family orientation, lack of mentors, 
transitions, and work ethic, but differed in level of education, family 
mentoring, occupational goals, role of the extended family, the 
immigrants transition, and relationship to normal Mexican 
development (p.2120). 

The implications of the study indicate cautiousness in relating Levinson's theory 

to a population (Mexicans) that were not included in his original sample. More 

research is needed to determine how appropriate Levinson's theory is for 

understanding the adult development of immigrants to the United States. 

Two dissertations incorporated Levinson's theory as well as others in their 

research. Abramovitch (1978) reported a theoretical psychobiography of 

Abraham, the spiritual revolutionary. Abramovitch basically modeled his 

research after Erikson's studies of the "great man in history." Abramovitch did 

include in his final chapter an examination of Abraham's adult personality 

development in the light of Erikson's theory of the life cycle, Levinson's schema 

of adult development, and Lifton's concept of symbolic immortality. He 

concluded that none of the three personality theories was adaquate in and of 

itself to explain Abraham's extreme life. This conclusion by Abramovitch is a 

sound one which also applies to this dissertation in the sense that Levinson's 

theory is only one lens used to understand the resigned priests and 

consequently cannot adequately explain all of their psychosocial development. 

A second dissertation to include several developmental lenses was Steele 

(1984) who used Havighurst's developmental tasks, Duvall's family life stages, 

and Levinson's life periods to study attitudinal change in the adult years of 215 

male Protestant clergy, ages 26 through 66. A self-report questionnaire was 

mailed to the participants. The findings did not support Levinson's report of 

alternating periods: 

The data did not support Levinson's hypothesis about age-related 
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alternating periods of transition and change. Life satisfaction and 
self-esteem showed no fluctuation at all, while occupational and 
marital satisfaction showed some alternation but in directions 
almost opposite those suggested by Levinson. Most interesting, 
there was little evidence of a mid-life 'transition,' or period of self­
doubt and re-evaluation (p. 1 078A). 

Research That Did Not Specify The Ages of The Subjects 

Richardson investigated the transition concept in Levinson's model by 

analyzing the psychological protocols of 300 male, psychiatric inpatients. 

The Brief Psychiatric Rating Scale (BPRS) and the Psychiatric Status Rating 

Scale (PSRS) were used to determine if transition men in contrast to non­

transition men, divided according to Levinson's age categories, would report 

symptoms of more severe emotional psychopathology. Richardson (1985) 

stated, "The hypotheses of greater psychiatric $ymptomatology and lower level 

of functioning for the transition men were not substantiated; however, a subtle 

state of heightened emotional symptoms, especially of guilt and anger, was 

found in the transition men" (p. 6798). Levinson's concept of alternating age­

linked periods was supported. 

Armstrong's (1983) cross-sectional study also did not include the ages of its 

subjects. He studied the relationship of adult development, career stage , and 

demographics on the degree of continuing education participation of 210 

United Presbyterian pastors in three states by mailing the participants a 

questionnaire. The results indicated that there was "no relationship found to 

exist between participation in continuing education and transitional or stable life 

stage as defined by Levinson" (p. 41 A). A positive relationship was found 

between the amount of money allocated in the pastors' contract and their 

participation in continuing education. The career stage of pastors influenced 

their participation with those in the Establishment stage participating more 

significantly than those in the Pre-Retirement stage. 
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A final study to be reported here was Merriam's (1983) review of the literature 

on mentors and proteges. Mentoring was divided into three sections: (1) 

mentoring in adult development; (2) mentoring in the business world; and (3) 

mentoring in the academic world. The literature review did not support 

Levinson's concept of the negative termination of a mentoring relationship 

during the "Becoming One's Own Man" phase (36-41) of the Culminating Life 

Structure (ages 33-40) period as reported by Levinson: 

The length of mentoring relationships (2-3 years), age differences 
between mentor and protege (8-15 years). and the termination of 
relationships (usually unpleasant) as prescribed by D. Levinson et 
al (1978) are not well supported by other studies (p. 1 03). 

For future inquiry, Merriam found that "sustained loving relationships aid in 

coping with life's stresses which seems to offer a better basis for future inquiry" 

(p. 1 03). 

Comparative Research on Men and Women 

Comparative literature on Levinson's theory will review research on early 

adulthood, on middle adulthood, and on both early and middle adulthoods. 

Literature which involved Levinson's theory as well as one or more other 

developmental theorists will also be reported. 

Research on Early Adulthood 

Halpert (1981) studied 48 women and 36 men whose occupational goal 

was to become a psychologist. The subjects were divided into Levinson's three 

last periods of early adulthood: (1) Entering the Adult World (ages 22 to 28); (2) 

Age Thirty Transition (ages 28 to 33); and (3) Settling Down (ages 33 to 40). 

Halpert was interested in career development and ego identity. Measures used 

as assessment included Constantinople's (1969) Inventory of Psychosocial 

Development, Simmon's (1970) Identity Achievement Scale, and responses to 

a Biographical Inventory. Halpert (1981) stated, "The results supported 
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Levinson's theory. Ego identity formation was shown to be completed only after 

the Age Thirty Transition" (p. 1633B). Gender differences were found: 

Gender differences were found, especially in the older group. 
Unmarried women showed higher commitment to career goals 
than men and than married women. Men in their Settling Down 
period showed less commitment than would be expected (p. 
1633B). 

Kitchen (1985) focused her research on men and women between the ages 

of 24 and 32 who earned a master's degree in a College Student Personnel 

program. A self-report questionnaire was used to determine the extent of the 

subjects accomplishing the developmental tasks of early adulthood. Kitchen 

reported data supporting Levinson's theory as well as some that did not: 

Most respondents reported that they were establishing an 
occupation, their dream and love relationships, marriage and 
family, but were exploring mentor relationships. Women were 
more likely than men to be changing their occupation to make it 
consistent with life goals, questioning and changing a love or 
marriage relationship., changing their ideas about a family and 
changing their life goals. Most respondents reported a stable life 
phase. No relationship was found between age and stable or 
transitional life phase. Women experienced greater difficulty than 
men in establishing an initial life structure (p. 3094B). 

Swanson (1985) studied three age groups with ten men and ten women in 

each group: group I, ages 30-35; group II ("Becoming One's Own Man"), ages 

36-41; and group Ill, ages 42-47. The researcher tested Levinson's concept of 

"Becoming One's Man" phase, ages 36 to 41. An interview format was used as 

well as the following assessment instruments: the Thematic Apperception Test, 

the Edwards Personal Preference Schedule, and the Life Experiences Survey. 

Swanson (1985) reported two findings: 

(1) The main hypothesis, that subjects in Becoming Ones's Own 
Man would value their autonomy and resist acquiescence to 
others, was not, for the most part, supported. 

(2) Analysis of the data suggests theoretical and methodological 
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reasons for the lack of support and possible critical factors 
influencing the presence or absence of authority struggles (p. 
9938). 

Research on Middle Adulthood 

Malin (1982) studied the ego identity status and second adult life structure 

of 30 men and 30 women between the ages of 40 and 59. The achievement of 

identity status of the subjects in retrospect (adolescence) and currently (adult) 

was measured by Marcia's Identity Status Interview. The second adult life 

structure was determined by Levinson's Mid-Life Interview. Malin concluded, 

"For retrospective identity status, identity achieved subjects tend to have the 

highest self-esteem scores while identity achieved women tended to have the 

lowest state and trait anxiety scores" (p. 8768). Regarding current identity 

status, Malin found support for Levinson:s theory: 

For current measures of identity status, identity achieved men 
tended to achieve higher self-esteem and lower anxiety scores as 
predicted. Both identity achieved men and women tended to 
follow the predicted direction of obtaining life structure ratings of 
(a) advancement within a stable life structure and (b) 
advancement which itself produces a change in the life structure 
(p. 8768). 

Research Spanning Early Adulthood and Middle Adulthood 

Two studies spanned both early and middle adulthoods. Gilbertson (1979) 

studied 176 adult graduate men and women students in counseling, ages 22 to 

53 through a questionnaire methodology. The researcher, using a time­

sequential research design, was interested in sex and cohort group differences. 

One of the principal focuses was on Levinson's hypothesis of alternating 

periods of stability and transition which Gilbertson's findings did not support: 

There was no indication of the predicted alternation in 
retrospective-to-current questioning charts. One major trend was 
an increase in questioning over time with a decline only in the 46-
53 group. While the contrast between these data and Levinson's 
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may have resulted from methodological differences, these results 
nonetheless raise questions about the inevitability of periods of 
stability and transition. These data suggest that either a specific 
life event such as graduate school enrollment can produce the 
characteristics of a transition period or that a more continuous 
questioning process occurs in adulthood, similar to what Gould's 
(1977) model implies (p. 5644B). 

An interesting finding also was that"different aged women differed more from 

each other than from their male cohorts" (p. 5644B). 

Depczenski (1981) studied 210 male and female community college 

students, ages 28 to 45, on Levinson's 18 dimensions of life development using 

the Developmental Task Inventory (DTI), a specially-constructed test he created 

and later mailed to the subjects. Depczenski (1981) found no principal gender 

differences: 

On the basis of this study, it was concluded: that there are no 
developmental differences between community college adult 
males and females (ages 28-45) regarding Levinson's model of 
life development; that if a community college uses the Levinson 
paradigm as the foundation for its developmentally--oriented 
offerings, there is no need to specialize solely on the basis of a 
student's sex; and that Levinson' developmental model does not 
fully describe the developmental status of the community college 
adult male or female learner (p. 2901 A). 

Research Which Included Both Levinson's and Other Theories 

Zambianco (1983) studied 40 men and 40 women (ages 20 , 25, 30, 35, and 

40) who were graduates of a Southern university. She was interested in critical 

periods of personality development in adulthood as described in the theories of 

Levinson et al (1978) and Gould (1978). Assessment instruments included: the 

California Psychological Inventory, Visual Stimulus Cue Cards (including select 

Thematic Apperception Test cards), the Rorschach Ink Blots Test, and a Life 

Satisfaction Scale developed by the researcher. The principal finding "offered 

further support to the idea that transitional, questioning periods are a normal 

part of life" (p. 2365B). 
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Talbert (1981) interviewed 32 men and women (adult learners) who 

returned to college in the light of the developmental theories of Sheehy (1976), 

Levinson (1978), and Gould (1978). Talbert's research findings did not support 

the three developmental theories: 

The results were inconclusive in regard to the existence of discrete 
identifiable patterns of psychological development in adulthood. 
There was some evidence of qualitatively varying eras, stages, or 
periods which were suggestive of an underlying pattern. 
Conversely, there was evidence that cultural imperatives, 
individual differences, and other factors were more potent. The 
theories of Gould, Levinson, and Sheehy were not found to 
accurately describe the developmental patterns of the participants 
in the study. Their findings could not be generalized to include 
this sample and by implication, the population it represents. 
Significant developmental differences were found between the 
men and women in the study (p.12088). 

Significance of This Study 

The application of Levinson's theory to a psychosocial study of resigned 

priests is significant for a number of reasons. First, this investigation will help us 

to understand the particular group of men by reporting how, when, and why 

each man decided to change his vocation and life style. Second, the research 

would be a contribution to developmental psychology. The insights generated 

by this investigation have the potential to contribute to the current body of 

knowledge of adult development. Third, the study will provide some further 

insights into Levinson's theory of adult development. Such an examination, 

although not in the depth of a Levinson's study, can generate additional data 

which will either lend support to his theory or support factors which need to be 

be researched further. 

The investigation can also be helpful to the Roman Catholic Church. The 

resigned priests, who participated in this study, are afforded an opportunity to 

share their experiences and to contribute constructively to Catholicism. The 
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subjects may tell us much that is valuable for the life of the Church at this time 

and for the future. 

CritiQue of Levinson's Theory 

There are several criticisms of Levinson's theory. The first deals with the 

difficulty of operationalizing his theory into empirical measures. For example, 

his biographical interview does not include operational constructs. Further, his 

theory is organismic and considers the interaction of self and the world. 

Miserandino (1984) considers such organismic aspects of Levinson's theory as 

a problem to some extent: 

"It is precisely this interaction of adult, society, and history which 
combine to make it difficult to predict phenomena within the 
Levinson constructs even though they may be explained" (p. 18). 

Levinson in 1980 observed "that his theory is still in the theory-generating stage 

and that evaluations using empirical approaches may be premature" (Sammon, 

Reznikoff, & Geisinger, 1985, p. 685). 

Since his theory was formulated on a limited historic, geographic, and ethnic 

sample, it needs more research before generalizations can be formed on the 

development of all men and women. Further investigation is needed, not only 

longitudinally, but also of the kind to be reported in the next chapter of this 

thesis to study persons different from Levinson's original sample (executives, 

biologists, factory workers, and novelists). 

Levinson's research was based on an all-male sample and has been 

critiqued because he included only one gender in his study. The studies of 

Stewart (1977) and Taylor (1981) and others to be reported in the next chapter 

have demonstrated a need for modifying Levinson et al's theory when 

researching the development of women. Levinson's upcoming book on The 

Seasons of a Woman's Life is also a step in the direction of incorporating both 
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sexes when developing a psychosocial theory. 

A problem recognized by Levinson and his colleagues when developing 

their theory, and later demonstrated by Gooden (1981 ), in his study of men, and 

Ruffin (1985), in her study of women, deals with modifying the theory when 

applying it to the adult development of Blacks. Race as well as social class 

impacts adult development. 

A further comment on the theory is its neglect in recognizing personal growth 

during early adulthood. Levinson et al reported individuation more in middle 

adulthood than in early adulthood. 

Another response, acknowledged by Levinson, is that the developmental 

eras and periods are age-linked which invites controversy since "such a finding 

goes against conventional wisdom" (Levinson & Gooden, 1985, p. 4). 

The research finding of a Mid-life Transition is controversial from a dual 

viewpoint. Such a refutation has even been recognized and reported by 

Levinson & Gooden (1985): 

The Mid-life Transition from about age 40 to 45, brings about the 
termination of early adulthood and the start of middle adulthood. 
Both the distinction between these two eras and the concept of 
ML T as a developmental period that separates and connects them 
are among the most controversial aspects of this schema (p. 5). 

The theory is more empirical for early adulthood and more speculative for 

middle adulthood since Levinson did not interview men in their late forties 

onward. Consequently, his conception of middle adulthood is open for rebuttal. 

Some researchers like Kushnir (1982), however, have enhanced Levinson's 

theory by studying men between the ages of 47 and 55 in the light of Levinson's 

theory. Other researchers have studied men spanning both early and middle 

adulthoods and have also strengthed Levinson's theory of men's development 

after the age of 45. Examples are Fagan & Ayers (1983) who studied men from 
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age 27 to 55; Hedlund & Ebersole (1983) who studied men from age 35 to 53; 

and Ross (1984) who studied men from age 37 to 62. Yet, more research on 

middle adulthood is needed. 

A final criticism of Levinson is that of developmental-stage critics who refute 

his hypothesis that there are discrete, identifiable patterns of psychological 

development in adulthood. 



CHAPTER IV 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of the chapter is to discuss the research method of this study. 

The following topics are addressed: qualitative research; the reasons 

qualitative methodology was selected for this study; background information on 

the researcher's involvement in this study; a discussion with Dr. Levinson 

regarding the methodology; the pilot study; the selection process; the 

interview; the process of analysis including both a thematic and a 

developmental analysis separately; and the limitations of this study. 

Qualitative Research Methodology 

Qualitative methodology was the research strategy selected for this study. 

Bogdan & Taylor (1975) equate such methodology with the collection, analysis, 

and synthesis of descriptive data: 

Qualitative methodology refers to research procedures which 
produce descriptive data: people's own written or spoken words 
and observable behavior (p. 4) and includes participant 
observation and personal documents including such diverse 
materials as diaries, letters, autobiographies, and transcripts of 
long open-ended interviews (p. 6). 

Qualitative methodology views the subject holistically, not as an isolated 

competence or hypothesis, but as a part of a whole; studies the person's 

subjective experience as he constructs meaning in his interaction with life and 

its circumstances; and gives importance to the individual's definition and 

experiences of concepts such as "beauty, pain, faith, suffering, frustration, hope, 

and love" (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975, p. 5) whose essence can be readily lost in 

other research methodologies. 

In this study, the retrospections of resigned priests relative to their decision to 

withdraw from the institutional priesthood were collected, analyzed, and 
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synthesized according to two separate and contrasting lenses, one thematic, 

and the other developmental. The principal focus was on describing, 

understanding, and explaining the psychosocial phenomenon of the men's 

decision-making. The interest was not to predict, or to prove hypotheses or to 

discover the etiology of behavior but to understand the resignees from their own 

perspectives. 

This investigator attempted to be flexible as he developed and re-developed 

procedures in the progress of the study. The interrelated research strategies of 

entering, organizing, observing, listening, recording, analyzing, synthesizing, 

and communicating were used. Although those strategies seem separate, they 

actually occur together (Schatzman & Strauss, 1973). 

The orientation of this qualitatitve research was humanistic rather than 

mechanistic. The focus was a search for explanations of processes through 

human definition and choice (humanism) and not in processes independent of 

human definition and choice (mechanism). Four properties of the humanistic 

perspective relevant here have been shared by Schatzman & Strauss (1973) : 

(1) Man can take a perspective on himself, and act towards himself. 

(2) In diverse situations, he can simultaneously hold several 
perspectives on himself as well as on other things and events-­
even seemingly contradictory ones, then in new situations create 
still other perspectives. 

(3) Personal perspectives are social in origin and emanate from 
definition of countless social situations and processes in which 
man finds himself, and with which he can identity. 

(4) Man presents himself with perspectives and definitions that 
become (some of the) conditions for his actions; therefore, the 
'forces' which impel him to act are substantially of his own making 
(p. 5). 

The perspective of this study is twofold: one phenomenological, and the 

other developmental, both using the same data collected from focused 
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interviews. Obviously the phenomenological approach and the developmental 

approach are different from each other. Consequently, they are separated. In 

regard to the first perspective of this study, the phenomenological approach, the 

attempt is to understand the resigned priest's decision to leave the active 

Catholic ministry from his own personal frame of reference and to understand 

how he experienced and interpreted that decision (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975). 

Since the interview focused on the resignee's decision to leave the institutional 

priesthood, there was no attempt to follow the resignee's phenomenology 

wherever it led. By being involved in the resignee's personal life for a time, this 

researcher employed the process of "social role-taking" by identifying and 

empathizing with him in attempting to see the world from his point of view. The 

effort was to strike a middle ground between total involvement and total 

detachment, on the one hand, and between active participation and passive 

observation, on the other hand, without interpreting what the resignee revealed 

as being morally right or wrong (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975). 

Thus the attempt was to capture the resignee's process of interpretation of 

his decision to leave the active institutionalized priesthood. Bogdan & Taylor 

(1975) describe this process of interpretation: 

The phenomenologist views human behavior--what people say 
and do--as a product of how people interpret their world. The task 
of the phenomenologist and for us, the qualitative methodologists, 
is to capture this process of interpretation. To do this requires 
what Weber called verstehen, empathic understanding or an 
ability to reproduce in one's own mind the feelings, motives, and 
thoughts behind the actions of others. In order to grasp the 
meanings of a person's behavior, the phenomenologist attempts 
to see things from that person's point of view (pp. 13-14). 

From this perspective, the investigator analyzed the interview data of the men in 

this study and organized them into common themes. 

In regard to the second perspective of this study, the developmental 
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approach, this researcher applied Levinson's theory of adult development to the 

men in this study to understand them as they evolved through stability and 

change in their lives. This approach evoked much phenomenology as reported 

above, but instead of simply synthesizing what the men revealed into common 

themes, the interview data were applied to Levinson's theory to understand the 

men developmentally. 

The writer also believes, like Peebles (1983), that much can be learned from 

the personal journies of the resigned priests: 

The understanding of the data must emerge from the experience of 
a small group of subjects and must be understood from that 
perspective. Nevertheless, I believe that others can learn from the 
life issues of these subjects in ways that will be helpful and 
instructive (pp. 59-60). 

The Reasons Qualitative Methodology Was Selected For This Study 

Qualitative methodology was chosen for this study because it seemed to be 

the best way to study the personal issues to be evoked in the interviews with the 

resignees. Such an approach allowed the collection of data on the resignees in 

the form of their own words, utterances, and behavior. Also, such an approach, 

though on a larger scale, was used by Levinson et al. (1978) who used the the 

extended life interview as their principal means of gathering data. According to 

Sammon, Reznikoff, & Geisinger (1985), Levinson in 1980 "observed that his 

theory is still in the theory-generating stage and that evaluations using empirical 

approaches may be premature" (p. 685). 

Background Information On The Investigator 

The researcher is neither a Roman Catholic priest nor a resigned priest. He 

is currently, however, a Roman Catholic layman who is developmentally in 

middle adulthood. Just after graduating from a public high school in the 1950's, 

he studied for the Catholic missionary priesthood in a pre-Vatican II formation 
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seminary similar to those attended by many of the men in this study. He has 

always been interested in the Catholic priesthood and has maintained respect 

for its sacramental Holy Orders. 

The writer was socialized in the "immigrant Church." His orientation was 

principally formalistic developing an external locus of control perspective. His 

basis of action was direction from the Church in its established rules, laws, 

policies, and procedures. He tried to avoid behavior that deviated from 

authoritative direction. His basis for growth was adherence to the Church. He 

was guided by the Church's authority, tradition, and precedent In relating his 

pre-Vatican II Christian formation to Kohlberg's (1969, 1984) cognitive­

developmental theory of morality, he believes that he developed from pre­

conventional (ego-centered) reasoning to conventional (Church-centered) 

reasoning. His pursuit of autonomous postconventional reasoning (self-chosen 

moral principles) began at a later age and is still continuing today. 

A turning point in the researcher's life was a graduate course he completed 

at the Boston University School of Theology during the Fall of 1983. The name 

of the course was "Life Span: Human Learning and Religious Development." 

As one of the principal requirements for this experiential course, he had to 

engage in a comprehensive retrospective study of his life via a "life analysis", 

also selecting a developmental perspective as his personal frame of reference. 

Kohlberg's cognitive-developmental theory of morality was chosen to construct 

his life review from a Christian perspective. His autobiography did not just 

include a listing of the important "marker events" in his life but also included his 

interpretation of them in his role as a "meaning-making organism" (Kegan, 

1982). The "ego" or "self" tried to consciously make meaning out of his 

personal experiences as he confronted the world or the " other." He did not 



109 

realize at the time that the concept of "meaning-making" was central to the 

developmental conceptions of Perry (1968); Loevinger (1976); Fowler (1981 ); 

Gilligan (1982); and Kegan (1982). 

As he constructed his "life analysis" as an adult, the writer developed insight 

into himself. The crucial point in his life, a significant "marker event," emerged 

as the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) which guided the Roman Catholic 

Church from its "immigrant Catholicism" with its emphasis on authority, rules, 

regulations, and absolutes to its "postimmigrant Catholicism" with its emphasis 

on responsible adult decision-making. 

Vatican II was especially influential in this investigator's personal life through 

two Roman Catholic priests (one a friend and the other, a former college 

psychology professor of his) who were "transitional figures" in guiding him to 

move from "immigrant Catholicism" to "postimmigrant Catholicism." Both men 

later withdrew from the institutional Catholic priesthood to the surprise of the 

writer. He was not cognizant of Vatican ll's or the two resignees' impact upon 

him until he constructed his "life analysis." Both men helped him to strive for 

autonomy in his thinking similar to Kohlberg's (1984) postconventional level of 

morality which emphasizes "judgment by principle rather than by convention" 

(p. 173). 

With this new insight into his personal life, the writer became interested in 

learning about other Catholic adults who developed from pre-Vatican II thinking 

to post-Vatican II thinking. To do so through a study of resigned Catholic priests 

became a particular focus. Interestingly, the lives of the resignees in this study 

and the life of the researcher parallel each other in many ways. 

Telephone Conversation With Dr. Daniel Levinson Regarding Methodology 

When this researcher was considering using Levinson's psychosocial theory 
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of adult development, he telephoned the psychologist to seek his 

methodological input to the proposed dissertation. Levinson was very helpful, 

supportive, and interested in this research. The investigator explained that he 

alone would interview the resigned priests and, because of time, age, and 

occupational constraints, he would not be using a complete biographical 

interview as Levinson and his colleagues used in their original research. It was 

explained that the principal interest was in men who changed from the priestly 

life to the secular life and in the psychosocial factors that contributed to their 

adult decisions. Levinson understood and suggested that the researcher use 

the following three-fold interview format in asking the resignees to construct a 

particular segment of their lives: 

(1) In the interview, look not just at the resigned priest's product of 
leaving but especially look at his process of leaving. Leaving the 
priesthood happened on one specific day, but it didn't begin or 
end on that day. A person's sequential process of leaving may 
occur in one or in different developmental periods. 

(2) Look at what else was happening in the man's life at the time 
that he was reflecting upon leaving the priesthood. Look 
especially at relationships: relationships with persons, places, 
ideas, organizations, and things. 

(3) Pay particular attention to chronological age (when the 
resigned priest went through the process of leaving and when he 
finally left--the date and his chronological age at the time). 

Levinson suggested that the researcher ask the resignee at the beginning of 

the interview "to tell his story about his leaving the priesthood" and to "flow" with 

the interview. Levinson's suggestions, with some modifications, led to the 

development of four questions (Appendix E) and a summary sheet of important 

dates to the interviewee (Appendix F) to be verbally communicated to each 

resignee in the interview. Also, the investigator constructed "Personal 

Background Questions" (Appendix G) to obtain additional data on the men's 
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The Pilot Study 

1 1 1 

In the early part of October 1984, the researcher completed a modest pilot 

study. The interview format was tested on one resigned priest, and through 

retrospective feedback from this interview, changes were made for subsequent 

interviews. The name and phone number of the resignee was provided by a 

member of a Catholic religious order, a professional person who was very 

supportive of the proposed study. 

The resignee was interviewed at his home. He was presented with an 

informed consent form (Appendix H). He was a very relaxed man, and a 

positive interpersonal relationship was established quickly with him. At times, 

his wife, a former nun and their child, would be together during the interview. 

When presented with the four interview questions (Appendix E), he related his 

story of leaving the institutional priesthood in about 35 minutes. The 

investigator then asked questions, and the interview lasted over an hour more. 

For the purpose of this dissertation, when referring to him and to his wife, they 

will be given pseudonyms, He will be given the name of Alexander (Alex), and 

his wife will be given the name of Regina to protect their confidentiality and 

identities. 

Alex was a religious order priest who was and is an educator. He had 

entered the seminary at the age of 20, was ordained at the age of 33, and left 

the institutional priesthood at the age of 41 after ministering as a priest for eight 

years. He entered the seminary prior to the convening of Vatican II but his later 

seminary formation was post-Vatican II. He had an academic mentor whom he 

respected very much. He enjoyed his seminary days which later included his 

studying for a doctorate from ages 28 to 31 in an international atmosphere 
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which stimulated him to re-evaluate his commitment to the priesthood. At the 

age of 31, he felt that his vocation to the priesthood was a solid one; he asked to 

be ordained one year earlier than scheduled. This request was denied , but it 

did not create any significant stress for Alex. 

After being ordained at the age of 33, he was assigned as an educator, a 

position he ministered in until he left the priesthood. Alex considered his 

priestly ministry "a fulfilled apostolate" and published two books from ages 33 to 

40. Alex indicated, and Regina, also, that his life was an example of stability. At 

age 40, however, his life significantly changed because of three simultaneously 

related events occurring within several months of each other: (1) the death of 

his mother; (2) his love for Regina who ministered with him previously; and (3) 

his realization of his advancing age. His mother's death occurred first, and for 

the first time in his life, he experienced a strong sense of instability. He 

struggled with this period of instability , entered therapy, and at the age of 41 

decided to leave the priesthood after being in conflict for one year. He married a 

year after leaving and continued in the same occupational setting he 

ministered in as a priest. Since leaving, he has experienced biological 

fatherhood and is a very happy and fulfilled father as demonstrated by his 

comments and behavior, Some of his family members initially found it difficult to 

accept his decision. His mentor was very disappointed in Alex's decision to 

leave and has, to a large extent, avoided him. Currently he is not dispensed 

from his priesthood and celibacy by Rome. He is continuing his commitment to 

the ministry but as a lay person and does not believe that he is a priest forever 

theologically as taught by the Church. He is at peace with his decision. 

In examining Alex's decision to leave the institutional priesthood, the theme 

of loving a particular woman and leaving and later marrying her was evident. 
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Another theme was the personal growth and development which occurred 

during his priesthood. A further theme was his entering therapy which was a 

freeing experience for him to help him resolve his dilemma between his 

commitment to the priesthood and his commitment to Regina. An additional 

theme related to his search for freedom. A subsequent theme related to the 

death of his mother and the impact this life event had upon his life. A 

supplementary theme related to his advancing age and its importance to him. 

One other theme related to his belief that he no longer was a priest 

theologically. A final theme related to his sharing multiple reasons rather than 

just one reason for his leaving the priesthood. 

In applying Levinson's theory to Alex's adult life, it became evident that his 

life seemed to follow the course of Levinson's developmental periods. Alex 

separated from home and entered the seminary during the Early Adult 

Transition (ages 17-22), progressed through the adult world of seminary 

formation , a structure-building period, which supported and mentored his dream 

of becoming a priest (ages 22-28), re-evaluated his commitment to the 

professional religious life around age 31 during the Age Thirty Transition (ages 

28-33), and built a structure-building period during the Culminating Life 

Structure for early adulthood (ages 33-40) following the Levinsonian sequence 

"Advancement Within a Stable Life Structure." At age 40, a "culminating event," 

his mother's death, precipitated a Mid-life Transition (ages 40-45), triggering 

him to re-evaluate his life in terms of mortality, intimacy, freedom, and 

advancing age. As a result of his re-evaluation, he decided to leave the 

institutional priesthood at the age of 41 and married Regina one year later. The 

analysis here of Alex's adult life applying Levinson's theory is suggestive since 

the purpose of this dissertation was not to follow the full evolution of the life 
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structure. 

In summary, after the pilot study, this investigator had a sense of direction for 

his further interviews and what changes needed to be included or excluded. He 

also found some phenomenological themes, on the one hand, (for his thematic 

analysis), and an adult developmental pattern, on the other hand, (for his 

developmental analysis). From future interviews, he would be able to affirm or 

not affirm their presence and to discover other themes and other adult 

developmental patterns. The priest was a warm person who encouraged the 

researcher to continue on his topic. Since the interview, this investigator has 

telephoned Alex numerous times for further information and input. He 

appeared to be just as even-tempered and stable to this interviewer as reported 

by Regina and him during the interview. 

The Selection Process 

Since locating resigned priests and randomly assigning them to this study 

would be difficult because of numerous reasons, a major one being the 

confidential protection of their identities by their religious order or diocese, this 

investigator used the "snowball technique" (McCall & Simmons, 1969) and the 

analytic sampling procedure (WIIiamson, Karp, & Dalphin, 1977) in locating 

possible interviewees. 

In the snowball technique, a personalized method, the investigator sought 

names, addresses, and phone numbers of potential interviewees from 

"gatekeepers" who included: (1) persons not interviewed who brought this 

researcher into contact with the interviewees; and (2) the resignees themselves. 

By using as many sources as possible , the researcher attempted to prevent just 

one or two gatekeepers from providing names of potential interviewees who 

shared the same perspective on priestly withdrawal. Consequently, gatekeeper 
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bias was somewhat controlled. Dellacave (1973) stated, "In this way, the 

snowball would have various starting points and thus eliminate the inherent 

peculiarities of any single source" (p. 26). Various kinds of gatekeepers were 

used. Three people not interviewed for this study (a religious sister, a wife of a 

friend of the researcher, and one representative of a religious order) shared 

names of some of the men in this study after consulting with them first or having 

the men contact this investigator. Other gatekeepers were two resigned priests 

who did not participate as interviewees in this study but who shared a few 

names and phone numbers of resignees who were later contacted. Two 

representatives of different religious orders sent letters written by the 

investigator to resignees within their orders. 

Seventeen men were interviewed in total. Sixteen were selected for 

inclusion in this study, including Alex, who participated in the pilot study. One of 

the men seemed to take the purpose of the study lightly and provided little 

information on his life; therefore, he was excluded. Eight of the men were 

interviewed at home, six at work, one via the telephone, and one at the home of 

the researcher. As the interviews progressed, the interviewer became interested 

in the canonical status of the resignees. Consequently, a priest, recognized as 

an expert in Canon Law, was interviewed. 

There are two principal types of priests, diocesan (secular) priests and 

religious order priests. According to Broderick (1976), the first group, diocesan 

priests, minister within a particular diocese: 

Diocesan clergy are those in holy orders, not members of a 
religious order, society, or congregation, who administer the 
temporal and spiritual affairs of a diocese by delegation of the 
ordinary [bishop] and are attached to the particular diocese. They 
are loosely o1ten called 'secular'clergy' (p. 163). 

Broderick (1976) identifies the second type of priests, religious order priests, 
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as committing themselves to the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience: 

Religious life is that life under a fixed mode with simple or solemn 
vows in which the ones who have chosen it keep the common 
precepts of Christian conduct and bind themselves to observance 
of the three public vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience. It is a 
life conducive to attaining a higher degree of perfection through 
the living of the counsels (p. 520). 

No diocesan-religious order distinctions were made in locating resignees for 

this study. The only criterion was that the resignee be an ordained American 

Catholic priest who ministered in the United States or in mission lands outside 

the United States and that he resigned between 1974 and 1983. As a result, 

four diocesan and twelve religious order priests were interviewed who currently 

lived in the Northeastern part of the United States. Seven religious orders were 

represented. One of the men was not an American priest. He was included in 

this study anyway. A few other men refused to participate either saying "no" 

initially or postponing the interview several times until it was apparent that they 

were really refusing in their own way. 

Identifying the men in this study by a common term was difficult. First 

identified as "former-priests" and also "ex-priests", it was then learned that 

theologically, in the official teaching of the Church, the men remain priests 

forever. Another term considered was "inactive priest", but some of the men are 

still active as married priests. The term "dispensed priest" was also considered 

until it was realized that not all priests who left were dispensed. In the search for 

a suitable term, the NORC (1972) definition of the term "resignee" and the use 

also of that term by CORPUS were identified. The term "resignee" was selected 

because of its use by those two previously respected sources, but the 

investigator is still not totally satisfied with it. No term adequately describes the 

unusual sacrament of Holy Orders with its character of a priesthood continuing 

even after men leave the institutional Church as priests. There is much 
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confusion and no unanimity as to how the Church identifies the men and as to 

how the men identify themselves .. Nevertheless, this study accepts the NORC 

(1972) definition in identifying a resigned priest: 

The term "resignee"refers to an ordained priest who was 
incardinated in a given diocese or was an official member of a 
given religious institute and who has resigned from his position in 
the diocese or institute and ceased to function as a Catholic priest 
in an official capacity. The resignation can have been voluntary or 
involuntary; it can be referred to as "a leave of absence," "leaving 
the priesthood," "suspension," "laicization," "dispensation from the 
obligations of Holy Orders," or simply as a "walking off the job 
without notifying one's superior"(p. 276). 

In addition to the "snowball" technique, this research also used the analytic 

sampling procedure. Williamson, Karp, & Dalphin (1977) stated that sampling 

is considered an ongoing process: 

The basis for sampling in many qualitative studies is not to make 
statistical estimates of population parameters based on sample 
data; rather, it is to make analytical generalizations ... Sampling is 
an ongoing procedure throughout the history of the research 
project (pp. 125-126). 

Qualitative research methodology does not share the standard concerns of 

quantitative research of seeking a large or exact number of subjects, a random 

sample, or control groups as part of the study. About ten subjects are 

considered sufficient to abstract recurrent themes of the interviewees. Peebles 

(1983) supports the premise of using ten subjects: 

Researchers who conducted qualitative studies have discovered 
that approximately ten subjects can provide enough data to 
illuminate the kind of issues I considered. I found that themes 
began to emerge and to repeat as the interviews progressed. I felt 
these were clear and that no new themes were emerging with the 
ten subjects I interviewed (p. 53). 

Peebles' (1983) view of qualitative research is also shared by Miserandino 

(1984) who says: 

Around 1 0 subjects will be interviewed. This is a compromise of 
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the 40 men sample of Levinson and his team of colleagues and 
the practical constraints imposed by research conducted by one 
investigator. This number is consistent with qualitative research of 
using 10 as an acceptable number and is large enough to avoid 
serious bias results due to one or two idiosyncratic life histories (p. 
76). 

A review of the literature on Levinson's theory reported in Chapter Ill that the 

following researchers interviewed fifteen or less subjects in their studies on 

men: Gooden (1981) interviewed fifteen; Kushnir (1982) and Walker (1983) 

eight each; and Kellerman (1975) used "a single case analysis." The following 

researchers (as reported in Appendix D) interviewed twelve or less subjects in 

their studies on women: Droege (1982) interviewed twelve; Hochman (1984) 

nine; Furst (1984), Ogilvy (1984), and Ruffin (1985) eight each; and Taylor 

(1981) seven. The current study is based on interviews with sixteen men. 

Most of the research on resigned priests was conducted prior to 197 4. This 

investigator, however, interviewed men who left the institutional ministry 

after1973 when research on them declined. Specifically, this researcher 

inteviewed 16 resignees who left within a nine year period from 1974 to 1983. 

In preparing for this research, contact was made with the Reverend Andrew M. 

Greeley at the National Opinion Research Center (NORC) in Chicago. Father 

Greeley has published numerous articles and books on priests and resigned 

priests. Through one of Greeley's associates it was learned that research on 

resigned priests is not too common today. One sociologist, however, is still 

actively researching priests and resigned priests. Professor Richard A. 

Schoenherr of the University of Wisconsin was duly contacted; he forwarded 

some pertinent literature. 

The Interview 

Levinson et al. (1978) used the biographical interview as their basic 

qualitative method. The interview combined a research interview, a clinical 



119 

interview, and a conversation between friends. This research used the three 

aspects in this manner: (1) In regard to the research aspect of the interview; the 

writer covered certain topics when the interviewee did not share such 

information spontaneously; (2) In regard to the clinical aspect of the interview, 

he was empathic to the interviewee's expressed feelings as he attempted to 

understand him; and (3) In regard to a conversation between friends· ,the 

investigator considered the relationship between the interviewee and himself 

equal with both feeling free to respond in terms of personal experiences. The 

attempt was to develop an interviewer-interviewee rapport as an "I-Thou" 

encounter (person-to-person) rather than as an "l-It" relationship (where the 

interviewee is reduced to the status of an object) (Suber, 1958). There was also 

an attempt to establish a sense of mutual trust and a feeling of partnership in the 

research project. The relationship was one of reciprocity with, of course, the 

interviewee focal. 

In responding to the four questions (Appendix E) at the beginning of the 

interview, the resigned priest did not just answer the questions in a recitation 

form but shared his story in some of historical and chronological sequence. The 

researcher then asked clarifying questions as well as asking questions about 

important dates in the resignee's adult life (Appendix F) and questions about 

personal background (Appendix G). An informed consent form (Appendix H) 

was signed by both with a copy for each. 

The interviewee's retrospective story was considered as a form of personal 

document as reported by Bogdan & Taylor (1975): 

A personal document reflects what one person thinks and feels at 
one point in time and in one context. It refers to an individual's 
descriptive, first-person account of the whole or a part of his or her 
life or an individual's reflection on a specific event or topic (p. 121 ). 

A personal document can be solicited or unsolicited. A solicited document is 
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produced at the request of the researcher in an open-ended interview while an 

unsolicited personal document is "created by the subject either for his or her 

own use or at the request of some other party but not the researcher'' (Bogdan & 

Taylor, 1975, p. 96). The solicited personal document was characteristic of this 

study as the interviewees were asked to construct a particular segment of their 

lives around their moving from the priestly life style to the lay life style. On the 

average, the interviews lasted for about two hours with numerous follow-up 

telephone calls seeking additional data and/or clarifying data. Including the 

telephone calls, this interviewer dialogued with some of the men between three 

and four hours. 

Since research is dependent upon the recording of complete, accurate, and 

detailed information about the resignee, a tape recorder, was used. Bogdan & 

Taylor (1975) support this practice: 

There are very few instances in which it is advisable to take notes 
in the field. Note-taking reminds subjects that they are under 
constant surveillance and informs them of the researcher's prime 
areas of interest (p. 65). 

A tape recorder was helpful because the words and ideas shared in the 

interviews were overwhelming in volume. It would have been extremely difficult 

for this resarcher to retrieve the content of what was shared in the sixteen 

interviews without a tape recorder. This was forcefully brought home when one 

resignee refused to be tape-recorded but wanted to participate in the study. 

The subject selected the telephone as the method of interviewing. 

Consequently, this researcher took notes via the telephone but had to contact 

this interviewee numerous times to fill in gaps. 

To transfer the interview data from the tapes to paper, a tape transcriber was 

rented. The process of transcribing the tapes was the most stressful, arduous, 

and discouraging task of this dissertation process. Each tape took at least 15 
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hours to transcribe. Transcription was a slow process, and when, at times, part 

of the tape was inaudible, it took numerous hours to understand the exact 

content of the tape. In fact, after completing the transcriptions, the writer 

experienced "burn-out," and put his dissertation project aside for three months. 

It was only when he decided to participate in a one-week course on adult 

development taught by Dr. Levinson at the "Sixth Cape Cod Institute" in July 

of1985 that he renewed his energy and perspective. The decision to participate 

was a turning point which offset the "burn-out" of tape transcribing. Participating 

in the course helped this researcher to understand both Levinson and his 

theory more clearly than previously. 

While the tape recorder was the principal method for "fixing" the data of the 

interview, the researcher also took mental notes of the interview and transferred 

them to paper immediately upon returning home. Two sets of notes were 

maintained: descriptive and interpretative. In the descriptive notes, the 

investigator included his report of the events of the interview. Included here 

were the "Who, What, When, Where, and How of human activity" (Schatzman & 

Strauss, 1973, p. 1 00) as well as observational notes on the interviewee himself 

and on the methodological process itself. In the interpretative notes, the 

researcher included his hunches, on-going hypotheses, personal feelings, the 

thematic pattern of the interviewee's self-revelations, on the one hand, and the 

developmental pattern, on the other hand, and the investigator's attempt to 

make sense and meaning of what was shared in the interview. 

The Process of Analysis 

The process of analysis for this dissertation was one of "evolutionary" rather 

than any immediate insight. After the tapes were transcribed verbatim, the 

written transcripts were reviewed and biographies were constructed of each 



122 

interviewee. Most of the men were contacted again via the telephone with 

follow-up questions this additional information was incorporated into revised 

biographies. The construction of the biographies involved rearranging the data 

into chronological order and subsequently dividing the biographies into five 

headings: (1) Background Information; (2) Ordination and Priestly Ministry; (3) 

Re-Evaluation of Priestly Commitment; (4) The Decision to Leave; and ((5) Life 

After Leaving. Each resignee and his wife were then given pseudonyms to 

protect their confidentiality and identities. Any resemblance of the pseudonyms 

referred to in this study to any resigned priest living or dead by that name is 

purely coincidental. After the biographies were constructed, it was decided to 

analyze the same data through two contrasting and separate lenses: a thematic 

analysis and a developmental analysis. 

Thematic Analysis 

Since the interview was structured by four questions (Appendix E), by a 

summary sheet of important dates (Appendix F), and by personal background 

questions (Appendix G), it was decided first to analyze the data thematically 

from the constructed biographies. This was done by integrating the responses 

made by each interviewee. For this purpose, the biographies were read and 

reread to discover common themes, themes which were found in most of the 

men's personal stories. In the analytical process, some themes also were 

discovered to be common for a minority of the men, and some were found to be 

unique. Those themes are additionally reported in this study but briefly. 

For the purpose of this study, the focus was on the themes reported by most 

of the men. A few citations from the biographies are used to illustrate the 

thematic findings. For example, in the first of the four questions, "What were the 

reasons for your leaving the priesthood?", the researcher read the constructed 
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biographies, used a scissors to cut out the men's responses to that question, 

and organized those responses together in a separate category. He followed 

this procedure for the other three questions as well as for the summary of 

important dates and for the personal background questions. 

For the purposes of this study, data analysis was considered an ongoing 

process. Bogdan & Taylor (1975) share that view: 

Data analysis is an ongoing process which entails an effort to 
formally identify themes and to construct hypotheses (ideas) as 
they are suggested by data and an attempt to demonstrate support 
for these themes and hypotheses (p. 79). 

Developmental Analysis 

Using the same biographies, the researcher then applied Levinson's theory 

to the data, but instead of analyzing the data into themes, he analyzed the data 

developmentally. The principal aim was to understand the men as adults from a 

psychosocial developmental perspective. A summary chart of Levinson's 

developmental periods (Appendix I) was constructed and essential information 

on each interviewee was posted on the chart. In this way the development of 

each interviewee as an adult was charted , organized, and summarized. The 

next step involved applying the data from both the constructed biographies and 

the summary charts to the principal developmental tasks (Appendix J) within 

each of Levinson's periods to determine their presence or absence. In this way, 

it was established whether Levinson's hypothesis of alternating structure­

building periods and structure-changing periods applied to the sample of this 

study. 

There was no attempt to trace the full evolution of the individual life structures 

in this study since a proper investigation of such a developmental concept 

involves numerous hours of interviewing using a more unstructured interview 

format than used in this study. Levinson (1984) makes that point: 
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We cannot determine a person's life structure and its evolution 
over the years by means of a questionnaire or structured interview. 
It is necessary, rather, to take a biographical approach: to study 
the life course in some detail (p. 61 ). 

Although the evolution of the life structure cannot be adequately studied using 

the data of this study, the comparison of such data with the developmental 

tasks can suggest avenues for further developmental research when applying 

Levinson's theory to resigned priests. 

Following Levinson's format of selecting some of the biographies and 

reporting them in detail to illustrate his findings (he reported four out of 40), four 

biographies are reported then in some detail in Chapter VI. They are reported 

principally in the words of the men to allow them the opportunity to share their 

stories with others. The men were selected principally to demonstrate adult 

"lives in progress" and four different ways of developing through adulthood and 

not because they were "interesting or dull, neurotic or well-adjusted, a success 

or a failure , talkative or reticent" (Levinson et al, 1978, p. 65). Three biographies 

were selected that supported Levinson's theory, and one was chosen that 

refuted it to some extent. In Chapter VII, Levinson's theory is applied to the full 

sample of sixteen men and not only to the men whose biogaphies are reported 

in some detail. In applying Levinson's theory to the men's lives, the writer 

telephoned two researchers (Sammon, 1982; and Miserandino, 1984) ,who 

completed dissertations and applied Levinson's theory to Catholic men who 

made a "commitment to a professional religious life style." Their input in 

understanding and in analyzing many of the biographies in the light of 

Levinson's theory was sought. Both investigators were very helpful and 

supportive. 

Limitations of This Study 

First , this research study was limited by the small number of resigned priests 
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interviewed. Although ideas may emerge from each interview individually and 

from all of them collectively, generalizations from such a study were hampered 

by the limited number of subjects involved. Consequently, while the study of 

resignees provided insights into their lives, it does not necessarily mean that 

other resignees will demonstrate identical behavior, or, if they do, that it will be 

for the same reasons. 

This research study was also limited in its inclusion of subjects only from a 

section of the northeastern part of the United States. Such a study was not 

representative of a larger segment of our nation. 

Additionally, the generalizability of this study will be limited because of the 

snowball sampling technique used and because of the nature of qualitative 

research in general. Examples of common criticisms of qualitative research 

have been reported by Bogdan & Taylor (1975): 

(1) The qualitative researcher, being the sole instrument, acts like a 
sieve which selectively collects and analyzes nonrepresentative 
data. 

(2) A related criticism concerns the generalizability of the 
qualitative researcher's findings to other settings or subjects. In 
other words, how do we know that the settings or subjects we 
study are at all representative? 

(3) Qualitative researchers elicit unrepresentative data by virtue of 
their presence among subjects.(p. 12). 

In regard to the first criticism, the writer believes that all researchers act as a 

selective sieve in all forms of research. As to the second critique of the lack of 

generalizability, this researcher believes that certain general social processes 

can be studied through the individuals interviewed for this study since all 

resigned priests "are similar while retaining their uniqueness" (Bogdan & 

Taylor, 1975, p. 12). 

In regard to the third criticism of the qualitative researcher eliciting 
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unrepresentative data by virtue of his presence among subjects, the researcher 

was attuned to such influence on subjects and tried consciously to reduce such 

an effect by introspecting about his methodological approach and by weighing 

his influence when analyzing and reporting the data. Bogdan & Taylor (1975) 

also reply to such criticisms: 

We admit that the criticisms of qualitative methods are not totally 
without reason. Qualitative researchers must be aware of the 
distortions produced by their methods. However, potential bias 
and distortion is the price we must pay to gain understanding of 
complex social settings and subjects (p. 13). 

An additional caution may be pertinent in this study. The writer may be 

caught up in his own aging processes and consequently may demonstrate 

experimenter's bias. The writer is a middle-aged adult (similar to most of the 

men in this study) and interested in studying men like himself who have 

experienced both "immigrant Catholicism" and "postimmigrant Catholicism". 

There is the danger of distorting what the resigned priests are like 

developmentally by looking at their lives through the lens of his own individual 

experiences. The belief, however, is that the writer's conscious understanding 

and insight about his experiences, feelings, and attitudes assimilated during the 

process of constructing his "life analysis" in a theology course at Boston 

University and subsequently constructing a "developmental autobiography" for 

Dr. Levinson's course in adult development have helped him to work through 

any hidden or unresolved factors which could prejudice him in this study. He 

has attempted to approach this study with conscious objectivity and no hidden 

agenda but with respect for both the Roman Catholic Church of which he is an 

active member and for the resigned priests who, he believes, have a story to 

share in a positive way to enrich the life of the Church, on the one hand, and 

adult development theory , on the other hand. 
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This study is further limited in applying Levinson's theory because the 

subjects were interviewed less intensively than was done by Levinson and his 

colleagues. Consequently, the amount of data compiled in this study is limited, 

and when this investigator traced the men's development through periods, he 

made judgments without having the amount of information Levinson and his 

associates had. No claim is made to trace the evolution of the individuals' life 

structures, rather the aim is to apply Levinson's theory to the data of this study in 

any way possible to understand the resignees. Nevertheless, the interpretation 

of the data from this study is suggestive of further research which can enhance 

Levinson's theory. 

Finally, the study is limited in the use of the retrospective interview. At times, 

there were contradictions in what some of the men shared in the interview 

especially regarding when certain events occurred in their lives. Follow-up 

telephone calls were used to resolve such contradictions in the interviews. 



CHAPTERV 

THEMATIC ANALYSIS 

This chapter will report the findings of the biogaphies in themes and will also 

describe the findings of the men's responses to the personal background 

questions (Appendix G) presented to each of them towards the end of the 

interview. In regard to the former, themes will be reported from the men's 

responses to the following four interview questions (Appendix E) presented to 

each at the beginning of the interview: (I) What were your reasons for your 

decision? (2) What factors (inside and outside of you) contributed to your 

decision? (3) What else was happening in your life during the decision-making 

process? For example, what relationships did you have with persons, things, 

places, organizations, and ideas? and (4) What was your chronological age at 

crucial times during your decision-making process? In this last question, data 

on chronological age were collected by presenting a summary sheet which 

sought important information about the men's chronological ages during crucial 

times of their adult lives (Appendix F). The interviewees did not answer the four 

questions in direct question and answer form but instead shared their adult lives 

with the interviewer in an autobiographical way. 

The analysis will report cross sectional themes that seemed to be important 

to a large number of the interviewees as they shared their personal journies in 

leaving the institutional priesthood. These themes were recurrent even though 

the men prepared for the priesthood in different seminaries at different times, 

were of varied chronological ages, ministered in different geographical 

locations, and lived unique lives. These themes emerged from a perusal of 

both the transcripts and the sixteen individual transcript analyses. In this 

thematic analysis, Levinson is not referred to at all. His theory will be included 
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in the developmental analysis in the next chapter. Citations from different 

resignees are reported to illustrate each theme for the first three questions. An 

attempt was made to include representative responses from each of the men 

rather than to select the responses from the same few men. In the order of 

mention, the themes are arranged according to the number of men who 

reported them. The sequence moves from the hightest number of responses to 

the lowest. 

Besides the thematic analysis of the four interview questions, the findings of 

the men's responses to the following ten personal background questions 

(Appendix F) will be reported: ethnic background; family size and ordinal 

position in family; early education, Catholic and/or public; altar boy; motives 

for entering the priesthood; diocesan priest or religious order priest; leaving as 

a moral issue; dispensation; the issue of still considering oneself a priest after 

leaving; and college degrees. The men directly answered each of the specific 

questions towards the conclusion of the interview. The researcher then 

organized the responses into appropriate categories as was done with the 

discovered themes. 

Thematic Analysis of the Four Questions 

Question 1: What Were Your Reasons For Your Pecision? 

Every resignee reported more than one reason for leaving the institutional 

priesthood. The least number of reasons given was three while the largest 

number was fifteen. The rest of the men reported reasons between three and 

fifteen in number. The reasons accumulated over a period of time as there was 

often a gap of many years in numerous cases between the time a man first 

thought of leaving and his actual decision to leave. Included as some of the 

principal reasons for leaving were the themes. 
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Love For a Particular Woman 

Every one of the sixteen men left because he was in love with a particular 

woman. Fourteen of the men married the women they left to marry, one man 

married another woman, and one man is still single since the woman he loved 

decided to continue her life as a religious sister. A few examples demonstrate 

the theme of the resignee's love for a particular woman. Matt was a diocesan 

priest who ministered in a small parish. He observed the intimacy of marital 

relationships as he was often invited to the homes of parishioners. He felt 

lonely whenever he returned to his all-male rectory. He said, "I did not want to 

be lonely and to live alone. I continued my relationship with a woman friend 

and later married her." Matt married at the age of 37. 

Gene was a missionary who decided at the age of 30 while ministering in a 

foreign country that someday he would get married to relieve his feelings of 

loneliness. When he left the priesthood 15 years later, he expressed a common 

feeling on the part of several of the resignees who previously had never 

experienced love with a woman. He stated, "I had love in my heart for a woman 

that I had never experienced before. I left and married her." 

Loneliness. Intimacy. and Sexuality 

The next theme groups issues of loneliness, intimacy, and sexuality. They 

are related because they are psychosocial developmental tasks which need to 

be integrated into a person's life. A person has to struggle with these human 

issues whether married or celibate. All of the men reported dealing with those 

issues, but in different degrees. 

Chris was a religious order priest whose biography demonstrated the 

interrelatedness of the three psychosocial issues. He experienced more than 

reasonable doubt about his commitment to the priesthood during both his 
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seminary days and at ordination. While a priest, he was influenced by an open 

and international culture when studying for a doctorate in a foreign nation. He 

struggled with the uncertainty and doubt which came and went throughout 

parts of his priesthood. He almost left several times but postponed actual 

leaving until the age of 42. He said, "The issue of intimacy in the form of 

sexuality was a concern. I can't say it was a colossally big problem for me. It 

was just a nagging problem. I felt somewhat lonely in that regard ." Chris left the 

priesthood at the age of 42. 

Larry was a diocesan priest who did not feel free at ordination when he made 

his commitments to the priesthood and celibacy. He especially became uneasy 

when he was informed he was a priest forever. His priesthood included two 

interwoven themes, one of attraction to women, and the other, one of feeling 

lonely. For a time, he became an alcoholic. He almost left the priesthood at 

age 35 and again at age 39. He developed an intimate, sexual relationship 

with a woman. He left at the age of 43. His struggle with loneliness, intimacy, 

and sexuality was similar, in different degrees and at different chronological 

ages, to many of the men who, as children and adolescents, were socialized to 

repress their feelings. Larry expressed his personal struggle: 

I was a very repressed person emotionally and sexually in the 
seminary and very much out of touch with my feelings and my 
sexuality. Later, I always had trouble with my sexual urges and 
feelings and that was a real problem. 

Celibacy and Marriage 

Celibacy and marriage are grouped together because they are legal 

(canonical) statuses within the Church which prompt others to respond to the 

person's state in a certain way. A priest vows to be celibate; consequently, 

others expect him to be and to remain celibate. Even though priests make a 

commitment to celibacy, those in this study experienced deep struggles and 
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turmoil about maintaining that commitment. At a point in their priesthood, they 

realized that celibacy was not fulfilling to them as human beings, and they 

sought intimacy in the form of marriage. Each of the sixteen men dealt with 

those issues. 

Dom was a diocesan priest who was very active in numerous social 

involvements and social movements. Much of his priesthood was involved in 

preparing couples for intimacy and marriage, a form of vicarious intimacy. 

Consequently, he kept himself highly in tune with intimacy. He participated in 

several humanistic experiential encounters. He was happy as a priest, but he 

was becoming increasingly unhappy with celibacy. He left at the age of 40. He 

said, "The desire for intimacy and companionship and a marital relationship 

were instrumental in my leaving. I questioned celibacy as I didn't want to be 

lonely." 

Nick, a member of a religious order, was happy as a priest. Up to about the 

age of 36 , he lived his priesthood in a sheltered way. Then, Vatican II became 

instrumental in his life. He was transferred to a large metropolitan area and 

became an editor of a Catholic magazine. He discovered his hidden feelings 

and now began to express them. He was assigned to another administrative 

position where intimacy became important to him. He developed a relationship 

with a woman which was in the open and which was known and permitted by 

his religious superior. He left at the age of 47. He said, "I fell in love with a 

woman and left to marry her. I would have chosen to have both if I could. I was 

happy as a priest. I wanted a more developing life which included marriage." 

Dissatisfaction With Church and/or Religious Order or Diocesan Living 

The theme of dissatisfaction with the Church and/or religious community or 

diocesan living was common in the interviews. There were various kinds of 



133 

dissatisfactions: dissatisfactions with the lack of intimacy in the religious 

community or rectory; frustrations with the conservative direction the Church 

was heading in during the post-Vatican II period and with the Church's slow 

implementation of the spirit of Vatican II; discontent especially with the 

encyclical Humanae Vitae: frustrations with the lack of affirmation by the Church 

and religious order in encouraging personal growth and development; and 

disappointment with the human dimension of the Church especially its politics. 

Such unhappiness was stated by twelve of the men. 

Greg was a diocesan priest and demonstrates dissatisfactions with his pastor 

and with the politics of the Church. He was ordained during the pre-Vatican II 

period. He was a dedicated priest who was happy in the role. His first 

assignment was a blessing for him. He considered his pastor a saint and was 

very happy in his apostolate. His second parish assignment was totally 

different. It lasted for about 13 years. His pastor here was very difficult to live 

with as he was an alcoholic and ruled his curates with an iron and cruel hand. 

Greg became discouraged and volunteered for numerous part-time apostolates 

to find some fulfillment outside the rectory. When his pastor retired and a 

compassionate pastor was assigned and later died, Greg was made temporary 

administrator. The parishioners wanted him as their permanent pastor, but the 

diocese appointed another priest. He also witnessed younger men being 

appointed pastors which disturbed him as he was bypassed. Regarding these 

disappointments, Greg said, "I honestly think that if the frustration with my 

priesthood was not first, the relationship with my future wife would never have 

developed." He left the priesthood at the age of 49. 

Fred was a religious order priest who demonstrated dissatisfaction with some 

of the Church's teachings. He became a theologian and earned two doctorates. 
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He spent many years studying at an open Catholic university on another 

continent. He became a seminary professor and later was assigned a top 

administrative position in the order. Subsequently, he was offered a higher 

position but declined it. His studying and teaching of theology helped him to re­

examine his own thinking and commitments: 

In terms of my own teaching of Christian Ethics and faith 
development, I just disagree wholeheartedly with some of the 
ideas of the Church, some of its teachings., I saw they weren't 
going to change the whole area of sexuality and birth control. It 
was negative. I got more and more involved with the behavioral 
sciences. 

The Search for Freedom and Autonomy 

The resignees, often socialized to please others in their early childhood and 

adolescent development, searched for self-satisfaction as they progressed 

through adulthood. Celibacy became an important issue for the men who 

wanted the freedom to choose marriage. Several of the men waited for the 

Church to change its position on celibacy, but when they realized that the 

Church was not going to allow married priests in the United States to minister 

within its institutional structure, they decided to leave to be free to marry and to 

live lives directed by themselves and not by the Church. Eleven men reported 

this theme. 

Alex, the resignee who participated in the pilot study of this research project, 

was a religious order priest who was fulfilled in the role as a priest. His life was 

relatively stable until his mother died when he reached age 40. His life then 

became unstable for the first time. Within a few months, he developed a deep 

relationship with a woman he ministered with previoiusly and later left at the 

age of 41 to marry her. To Alex, the freedom to choose was very important: 

I think, in my case, it was the freedom to be able to choose, and I 
think it was a significant factor in terms of willing to say what I 
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would like to do with my life without any inteference or without any 
guilt from any parties. 

Jeff was a religious order priest who often experienced inner conflict about 

accepting Church authority. He did accept authority externally, but he said, 

"Internally, I was always in conflict." He was assigned to the missions in a 

foreign country and became dissatisfied with the religious order's stress on 

statistics (the number of confessions, the number of converts, etc.) and with his 

religious order's refusal to affirm his initiative and creativity in fostering a 

recognized and blessed apostolate. He returned to the United States and 

participated in several "encounter" groups which freed him to develop his own 

sense of self. He later was assigned as a pastor and subsequently as an 

administrator outside a parish setting. He developed a relationship with a 

woman and left at the age of 50. He said, "I was searching for a certain growth 

beyond the priesthood--to be independent and free." 

The Process of Leaving: A Painful Struggle 

Although not a reason for leaving the priesthood in and of itself, the theme of 

the painfulness experienced by the men during the decision-making process 

was common. There was unanimity among the men that leaving the 

institutional priesthood was a painful struggle. Some of the resignees were 

unhappy as priests whereas others were happy but dissatisfied with the 

celibacy commitment. All, however, experienced great difficulty and pain in 

leaving. 

Vic demonstrated the ambivalence of leaving which was common. Vic was a 

religious order priest who felt uncomfortable at his ordination , not feeling ready 

to make his permanent commitment to the priesthood. He was assigned as an 

administrator just after the closing of Vatican II, and he was very unhappy in the 

role. He became an activist and received no affirmation from the Church or from 
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his religious order for his social involvement. He developed a medical 

condition which completely "discolored" his life and stimulated him to re­

evaluate his commitment to the priesthood. He decided to leave at the age of 

34 but was persuaded to remain as a hyphenated-priest which he accepted. In 

that new role, he devoted much of his time to a secular occupation and was 

known as a priest-educator. He remained for another12 years as a 

hyphenated-priest but left after his religious order re-evaluated its position on 

hyphenated priests and clamped down on them. It decided to return its men to 

priestly work full-time. Vic decided it was time to leave also because he 

observed his religious order deteriorating. When he left at the age of 46, he felt 

ambivalence. He said, "I remember the experience of it being a sense of 

exhilaration in doing it and at the same time a sense of trepidation as far as how 

it was going to work out." 

Sam was a religious order priest who demonstated the anguish the men 

experienced in deciding to leave. He was assigned to the missions in a foreign 

continent but was called home after he contracted a medical condition. He was 

assigned to other apostolates and finally was assigned an administrative 

position which he loved and felt fulfilled in. He developed a close relationship 

with a woman for the first time in his life, and this created a conflict for him, and 

he left at the age of 47. He said, "The decision to leave was the most difficult 

decision I ever made, maybe the best. I agonized over the decision." 

Less Common Themes 

Some less common themes are reported here These themes intentionally 

are not expanded upon. One theme was awareness of advancing age. Seven 

men experienced the impact of the aging process, and as they reached a 

certain age, they consciously re-evaluated their lives. The awareness of the 
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"biological time-clock" also was part of the reason the men left. Only one of the 

seven men re-evaluated his life around the age of 30. That was Bart. The other 

six re-evaluated their lives and commitments around age 40 (within their early 

forties). These included: Alex, Chris, Dam, Larry, Fred, and Gene. The finding 

of the impact of aging will be expanded upon in the developmental analysis of 

the next chapter. Other men also reported the influence of the aging process but 

minimally. The effect was stronger after leaving the priesthood. The theme is 

only included here as it was apparent in analyzing the transcripts. 

Another theme related to consistent doubt. Five men experienced more than 

reasonable doubt about their commitments to the priesthood and celibacy. Their 

doubt and uncertainty were present early in their vocation and were long­

lasting. Such doubt certainly was part of the reason why each of these men 

finally left the institutional priesthood. For Tim, doubt was present before he 

entered the seminary; for Bart, Chris, and Larry, doubt was present throughout 

seminary formation; and for Vic, uncertainty occurred at ordination. 

A final theme related to the death of a parent. Five men made a decision to 

leave after one of their parents died. Somehow the deaths seemed to free the 

men to re-evaluate their lives and to redirect their lives. Alex's mother died 

when he turned 40, and he left at age 41. Bart's mother died when he was 32, 

and he learned of her influence in his vocation while he was in therapy. He left 

at age 35. Greg's mother died when he was 48 and he requested a leave of 

absence five months later and left at the age of 49. Chris' father died when 

Chris reached 38, and he left at age 42. Chris indicated that it would have been 

extremely difficult to inform his father he was leaving the priesthood if he were 

alive. Pat's father died when Pat reached 39, and he left at age 40. 

Uncommon Responses 
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Several responses of the men were unique, and they are just reported here 

as a contrast to the common themes already identified. Bart, a religious order 

priest, experienced doubt about his commitment to the priesthood throughout 

his seminary formation. At ordination, he experienced serious doubt but was 

advised to be ordained by his seminary advisors. He said later, "It was a 

mistake for the Church to ordain me." He left at the age of 35. 

Dom was a very active priest who was involved in numerous social 

movements. He especially felt out of the mainstream theologically when he was 

expected to counsel parishioners with pre-Vatican II theology during the post­

Vatican II period. On leaving the priesthood, he said, "I believed the Church 

would move only under necessity. If I leave, it is one vote for changing the 

Church." 

Question 2: What Factors (Internal and External) Contributed to Your 

Decision? 

Each of the resignees entered the seminary to study for the priesthood during 

pre-Vatican II times. Some of the men also experienced part of their later 

seminary formation during the Vatican II sessions, and others were still studying 

during the post-Vatican II period. A review of the interviews reveals that there 

was personal growth in the lives of the men, and this developmental theme was 

obvious and common. The men developed from rigidly repressing their feelings 

during childhood and adolescence to discovering and expressing their 

emotions by the time they left the institutional priesthood. They developed from 

an ethic of conformity to one of independence and from emotional inhibition to 

emotional expression. To understand how this personal growth and 

development occurred, the combined interaction of both internal and external 

factors will be reported. In identifying these factors in the analysis of the 
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transcripts, it became apparent that they could be arranged sequentially. 

Consequently, the factors were arranged around the theme of personal growth 

and development which was a common denominator for all of them. A proper 

understanding of the reasons the men resigned involves not only precipitating 

themes and factors (the immediate trigger of the men's leaving) but also 

predisposing themes and factors (long-standing factors which existed 

previously in the men's lives and eventually influenced, to some extent, their 

later decisions to resign). The aim was not only to discover precipitating isolated 

factors , but also long-standing factors that eventually contributed to the men's 

resignations. 

Childhood and Adolescent Development 

The men appeared to be socialized in homes where the control of feelings 

and sexuality was paramount. Consequently, many of the men did not discover 

and express their emotions and sexuality until later in life. The men were 

basically inhibited, and once it was established that they would enter the 

seminary, they guarded and protected themselves from female relationships. 

Nick's early development demonstrated a restricted emotional life. As a 

religious order priest, he controlled his emotions until his late thirties which 

occurred just after Vatican II when he was assigned to a responsible Catholic 

magazine position. By living in a large metropolitan area, he discovered his 

feelings. He said, "This period was one of intellectual expansion and slow 

emotional breakthrough." As he continued in his priestly role, he continued to 

discover and to express his feelings. He left at the age of 47 and married one 

year later. Of his home upbringing he responded, "I had a restricted emotional 

life. I was unemotional as a person. I was not a deep relationship person at 

first. I developed emotionally later in life." 
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Larry's home environment represented the common response of families 

when a man decides to enter the seminary. He was expected to refrain and to 

guard himself from female relationships once he decided to become a priest. 

Consequently, he internalized this coping style of interpersonal withdrawal : 

After having a rather secluded high school period because I 
decided to go in the seminary with a strong influence of the priests 
and sisters of the Catholic school that I had gone to, I decided that 
I would step back from my relationships. My shyness and feelings 
or unsureness about myself contributed to this. So I had stepped 
back for a couple of years. I didn't date much. I did know some 
girls and did like to talk to them, but I kept my distance from them. 

As a diocesan priest, he was not happy and was relatively unstable 

throughout most of his priesthood. The themes of loneliness and attraction to 

women were common issues throughout his priesthood. He left at the age of 43. 

Seminary Formation 

The pre-Vatican II seminary was a highly restricted and structured institution. 

The men prepared for the priesthood and a definite lifestyle. The priestly li fe 

style was clearly delineated and had come down through the centuries and 

through Church tradition with few changes. The seminary basically reinforced 

the highly structured homes of the candidates where parents had expected the 

men to develop their intellectual skills at the expense of their emotional life. This 

was reminiscent of the "rational animal" concept where rationality ruled and 

controlled one's emotions. Intimate relationships were a taboo. 

Jeff, a religious order priest whose seminary formation was totally pre­

Vatican II, demonstrated the reaction of some seminarians to the surrendering 

of their will to Church authority and feeling stymied as a human being in the 

process: 

I didn't think in the seminary. And everything was umbrellaed by 
a certain kind of spirituality that everything was God's will, the bell 
was God's voice, obedience saw you through, you weren't so 
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much to question as you were to obey. I found that very very 
difficult, and I had a terrible negative reaction to that because I felt 
that I was being stymied as a human being. I wasn't really able to 
ask questions. 

Jeff's priesthood was fulfilling to him, but he received few affirmations from his 

religious order on suggestions and requests he made. Eventually, he 

participated in humanistic experiential encounters which deeply influenced him 

to discover and to express his feelings. Later, he was appointed to an 

administrative position which further provided him opportunites to develop his 

feelings, but after six years, he was reassigned. He left and married at the age 

of 50. 

Matt, a diocesan priest who experienced a pre-Vatican II seminary formation 

and was ordained during the sessions of Vatican II, demonstrates the 

responses of the men who felt that the seminary did not adequately prepare 

them for their responsible priesthood life style later: 

During the seminary days, I was preserved from the real world by 
having to build a wall around myself, wearing a long black 
cassock, and preventing myself from intermingling with people or 
forming any real interpersonal relationships, and particularly 
relationships with women. What happens is you tend to be 
paranoid about relationships. The seminary formation was really 
just a myth. It was so unreal from the real world. The seminary 
upbringing was ridiculous because it expected that a student, just 
because he was removed from his life for eight years in the 
seminary, he was expected to turn off all his sexual and social 
needs. I was served hand and foot by others which prevented me 
from developing responsibility. The seminary life didn't paint any 
kind of a realistic picture of what it was going to be like later. We 
lived in an ivory tower for eight years. 

Matt decided about the age of 30 that celibacy was not for him. He experienced 

deep loneliness for which he felt unprepared. He left the institutional priesthood 

at the age of 37 and married the same year. 

The Influence of Vatican II 

Regardless of when the resignees were ordained, they were influenced by 
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Vatican II which was a significant "life event" for them. The historical council 

helped to liberate these men from their repressed emotions as well as 

precipitating transitions in the Church, religious orders and congregations, and 

the priesthood. Vatican II was very important to the sample in this study who 

were very much pro-Vatican II. Its effects were both positive and negative but 

they caused the men in this study to change and to re-evalutate their life 

commitments. 

Tim was a religious order priest ordained prior to Vatican II but who 

welcomed Vatican II and became an advocate. One of the confusing effects, 

however, shared by Tim and other men in this study, was an "identity crisis" 

created by Vatican II which changed the definitive role of the priest and put it in 

transition: 

On a more practical level in terms of functioning within the Church, 
I think, what was happening was I saw the role of the priest as, at 
least, having a certain definity to it; In other words, if you are a 
priest, you have the status, you have the position, you have 
obligations, and people looked at you, and they kind of knew more 
or less, what you were supposed to be all about. After Vatican II, 
what happened was all of a sudden, the priest didn't have the 
definity role anymore. What was a priest? What was he supposed 
to be? Everybody was looking at you telling you that you were 
supposed to be somebody else, and I felt I didn't quite know what I 
was supposed to be. 

Tim encountered some negative experiences within his religious order, and he 

felt that he was not affirmed in his requests to expand himself and to develop 

psychologically. He was bothered by a contradiction he observed between the 

teachings of Vatican II, on the one hand, and the practice of the Church 

especially in the area of the doctrine of freedom of conscience, on the other 

hand. He left at the age of 51 and married the same year. 

Reg was a reHgious order priest ordained during the sessions of Vatican II. 

His seminary formation was totally pre-Vatican II. As a priest, he demonstrated 
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the difficulty some men faced in reacting to the Vatican II conciliar changes. He 

experienced a "crisis of faith:" 

I was also into the post-Vatican II environment where changes 
were taking place rapidly. And all those things came together to 
impact on my faith because of the philosophical questions that 
were being raised about the foundations of my faith. My faith had 
been based on dogma, doctrine, and now I started to question 
everything. 

Reg later taught in the seminary and experienced the Vatican II effects in a 

liberal seminary life which was completely different from his seminary formation. 

He gradually adjusted to the changes which he welcomed, but he was in 

conflict for a time in assimilating the modifications. He later participated in a 

clinical-pastoral-educational program which opened up his feelings and 

stimulated him to take risks. It is at this time that he developed an intimate 

relationship with his future wife. He left the priesthood at the age of 42. 

Priestly Dissatisfactions 

A large number of the men experienced dissatisfactions with their priestly 

lifestyles, with the Church, and/or with their religious orders or diocesan living. 

This theme of frustration was already reported under the first question, "What 

were your reasons for your decision?" One example will be reported here for 

each of the three types of disappointment to demonstrate how they contributed , 

in part, to a large number of the men's ultimate resignations. 

The first type of dissatisfaction, that with the priestly life-style, was 

demonstrated by Larry, a diocesan priest. His priesthood was principally 

unstable as he searched for intimacy and as he struggled to discover and to be 

affirmed in his personal"male identity" instead of his "priestly identity:" 

I always rebelled against the clerical lifestyle. I remember getting 
ordained. I thought a priest was somebody special and put apart 
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and he was different from other people. I felt that way at 
ordination. I didn't want to be that kind of person after a while. I 
wanted to be accepted for myself. I always rebelled against things 
that made me special. For instance, I never really liked wearing 
clerical clothing that much. I used to go around parishes in my 
regular sport clothes alot, not wanting to get dressed up in my 
priestly uniform. I didn't want to be different. I wanted to be equal 
to everybody else. I wanted to be appreciated for myself. I wanted 
to be myse If. 

Larry became an alcoholic for seven years of his seventeen years as a priest, 

and often while drinking, he felt sorry for himself that he "couldn't get married 

and have a family." He left and married at the age of 43. 

The second type of frustration ,with the Church itself, was demonstrated by 

Vic, a religious order priest. Vic ministered in a seminary and lived within a 

broader milieu which was actively pro-Vatican II. He implemented what he felt 

was the social involvement mission of Vatican II by participating in social 

activism but was not affirmed in doing so by the Church or by his religious order: 

Now what happened while I was assigned to the seminary was 
that things began to erupt quickly all around me. It was 
immediately just after Vatican II, and the first ripples were felt there. 
And you could just begin to feel the rumbles already down there. It 
was really diffficult. I, of course, felt strongly in line with what 
Vatican II was saying. I felt kind of hemmed in by the way things 
were going by the traditional way. I do not feel that Vatican II 
liberated me as much as confirming a lot of the things I felt. 
Maybe, I, at the time was leaning too far to the left. Anyway, my 
experience in the city was very difficult. I now became involved in 
the Civil Rights Movement and participated very actively in 
marches. The Church and my religious order did not affirm what I 
was doing. 

The third type of disappointment, that with religious order or diocesan living , 

was demonstrated by Sam. He was a religious orer priest. For the first part of 

his priesthood, he did not experience loneliness to the degree he did after the 

age of 40 when he was assigned to an administrative position. He, like a large 

number of the resignees in this study, did not want to return to his lonely room at 

night after having a stimulating day with others: 
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While I ministered as an administrator, I had loneliness in my life; 
but I never remember being lonely and putting a handle on it. I 
never really talked to anyone about loneliness. But I think I had a 
need to organize my life in some way. In the religious community, 
I did not want to come back to my own room. I had no sense of my 
own room being a special place, a home. Perhaps, I didn't have a 
need for that, I don't know; and yet, I was troubled by the fact that I 
didn't really care to sit in my room in the evening and read a novel 
or study. So I worked in my office and from my office, I went to the 
recreation room, watch television, or go wherever there were 
people or groups. 

Sam discovered and expressed his emotions while he ministered as an 

administrator. Sam later left the priesthood and married at the age of 47. 

Love of a Woman the Resignee Later Married 

This theme was previously reported as one of the reasons contributing to the 

men leaving the priesthood. It will not be reported here. It is only mentioned to 

place it in sequence with the other factors that influenced the men's decisions to 

leave. Love of a particular woman, however, did not necessarily follow in 

sequence after priestly dissatisfactions. Some men were happy with their 

priesthoods but felt a sense of loneliness. Intimacy was an important inner factor 

in motivating all the men to leave their ministries and to pursue marriage. 

Therapy 

Therapy was a support system used by eight of the men to help them 

develop insight into themselves and to help them during their decision making­

process. The other men used various other supports such as colleagues, 

religious superiors, friends outside the priesthood, and retreats. 

Bart was a religious priest who experienced seminary formation prior to and 

after Vatican II. His post-Vatican II seminary formation encouraged him to 

discover and to express his feelings which he did. He then began to search for 

intimacy. He experienced doubt about his commitment to the priesthood prior to 

and during ordination. He was ordained at the age of 32 a few months after his 
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mother died. After ordination , he entered therapy because he wasn't happy 

living the celibate life and living with loneliness. He gained insight from therapy 

into his mother's influence in his priestly vocation: 

As I talked to the analyst, one key thing came out: my mother's role 
in my life. My mother was very pious and strong and really wanted 
me to be a priest. She was a shut-in, a semi-invalid for many 
years. She died two months before I was ordained. I think her 
death freed me as it would have been hard for me to tell her I was 
leaving the priesthood if she were alive. Although I felt I could 
have done it, her death freed me to explore. That was a crucial 
factor . .. In therapy, I learned I was breaking away from my mother 
and what she wanted when I left the priesthood. 

With the insights from therapy, Bart left the priesthood at the age of 35 and 

married two years later. 

Greg was a diocesan priest who experienced a search for intimacy which 

became acute for him after the age of 40. He experienced some 

dissatisfactions within his priesthood which made the intimacy issue paramount 

in his life after the age of 40. When he was thinking of leaving the priesthood at 

the age of 47, he went to discuss the decision with a friend-psychologist who 

previously also had left the religious life. He learned how common it was for 

men contemplating leaving the priesthood to include in their decision-making 

process the reactions of their families: 

I went to see a friend of mine, a person who also left the religious 
life and who was a brilliant psychologist-counselor. I said, "I'm 
going to ask for a year's leave of absence to think about my 
leaving the priesthood." My friend, the psychologist , said, "Greg , I 
heard you leaving the priesthood years ago." I said, "How come I 
didn't hear it?" And my friend said, "How come it took me ten years 
to leave? You are the last one to hear it. It is something you don't 
admit to yourself; it's something you can't admit to yourself; first of 
all , because of the commitment you have made, the family, the 
ethnic background, the ties , my son the priest, the boast of both 
parents." 

As he was approaching age 48, his mother died. He requested a leave of 

absence five months later and left the priesthood at age 49 and married at the 
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age of 50. He said, "If my mother were alive, I think I would have delayed my 

decision." 

Question 3: What Else Was Happening jn Your Life During the Qecision­

Makjng Process? For Example. What Relationships Pid You Have with Persons. 

Things. Places. Organizations. and Ideas? 

Besides the internal and external factors influencing the resignee's decision 

to leave the institutional priesthood already reported, there were also other 

contributory factors which were common for some of the men. 

Various Social-Experiential Groups 

Thirteen of the men participated in various social-experiential groups which 

served as a catylist in stimulating the men to change. There were numerous 

types of such groups: a small community of Catholics commited to helping 

others; T-groups; pastoral counseling programs; the Cursillo Movement; 

hospital ministry; chaplaincy; marriage encounters; ministering at a retreat 

house; seminary involvement; teaching; associating with lay persons; 

participation in various types of humanistic encountering groups; Alcoholics 

Anonymous; clinical-pastoral-education programs; and social experiences 

encountered while functioning as a hyphenated-priest. 

Porn was a diocesan priest who participated in numerous social experiential 

groups during his ministry. He was continuously developing psychosocially. At 

age 37, he first began thinking of leaving the institutional priesthood as his 

involvement with preparing couples for marriage contributed to his re­

evaluation of his commitments: 

I was keeping myself highly in tune with intimacy. Naturally being 
close with these couples would heighten my own sensitivity of 
wanting this. Then I got involved with engagement encounter, and 
that too was preparing couples for relationships. I was always 
excited by being involved in those encountering groups. But 
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always after a real intensive weekend in such groups, I came 
home to a sense of isolation. Because I was with busy priests in 
my living quarters, we never had community ... The idea of 
celibacy for the rest of my life began to be less attractive. 

Dam left the priesthood at the age of 40 and married one year later. 

Jeff, as already noted, was a man who demonstrated initiative as a priest but 

felt that his suggestions were not affirmed by his religious order. When he was 

37, he participated in a humanistic encountering experience which freed him 

from the guilt theology he internalized during the pre-Vatican II period: 

I studied at a humanistic institute. The psychology of the professor 
spoke to me about my self, about anger that I had been feeling, 
about depression that I had been feeling. . . He opened up a 
whole new vista of this whole business of the human personality 
and development. He was one of the most beautiful men I have 
ever met. He was almost single-handedly responsible for a whole 
change in my life. I couldn't believe the sense I had of myself after 
leaving that course. I had a freeing experience. It pulled me out of 
the whole guilt theology that I had been born and raised with, and 
it was supportive and aided and abetted by everything I learned in 
the seminary and that I despised and hated. 

Jeff later was assigned as an administrator where he brought to fruition his 

experiences from his humanistic encountering experience. He also developed 

a relationship with a woman and left to marry her when he was 50 years old. He 

was fulfilled as a priest but searched for personal intimacy. 

Resignees Who Decided to Leave But Postponed Their Leaving Until Later 

Eight of the men decided to leave at one point during their priesthood but 

postponed actual leaving until later. The number of years between making a 

decision to leave and actual departure ranged between a few months (Pat 

waited until he completed his doctorate), on the one hand, and 15 years (Gene 

was a missionary who decided to leave at the age of 30 because of loneliness 

but actually did not leave until the age of 45), on the other hand: 

I wasn't having the feel ing of love, and I felt an absence of love. 
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That struggle continued with me all along while I was on the 
missions, and I would say that after about three or four years in 
that area when I say I was around 30 that I became convinced in 
myself that I would at some time down the line get married and 
bring love into my life. I didn't know when, but I said to myself, 
sometime, someplace, down the line I would meet somebody that 
will change my life. So that I would say that from the age of 30 on I 
was open to accepting a change in life. 

Gene requested a sabbatical from his mission assignment when he was 40 

years old to re-evaluate his life, but his request was not granted until three years 

later. He met his future wife when he was 44, and he left and married at the age 

of 45. 

Reg was a religious order priest who experienced a "faith crisis" for years. At 

the age of 39, when he developed a relationship with a woman, he was 

transferred to the missions. He decided to leave then but felt he wanted to try to 

resolve his "crisis of faith" first: 

In the meantime, I was assigned to the missions ... At this time, the 
thought of leaving kept being in the back of my mind. But I didn't 
want to leave because of lack of faith or unsureness. I wanted to 
try to get myself back together and to leave in a more mature way 
that was not a crisis-leaving. This opportunity overseas was a 
brand new opportunity to work in a new way in the missions. 

Reg ministered in the missions for three years, and after making a one-week 

retreat in his mission station, he decided to leave at the age of 42 and married 

at the age of 44. 

People Who Influenced the Resjgnees 

As the tapes were further analyzed, the influence of writers and literature 

upon the resignees was noted. This was different from the social- experiential 

influence already reported in that the impact was cognitive. Some thinkers who 

were influential in the lives of the men included the Catholic theologians: Karl 

Rahner, Bernard Lonergan, Hans Kung, Haring, and Edward Schillebeeckx; 

the renowned resigned priests: Charles Davis, Bernard Cooke, and Robert 
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Johann; three famous Catholic saints: St. Francis of Assisi, St. Theresa of 

Lisieux, and St. Augustine of Hippo; the humanists: Carl Rogers and Adrian 

Van Kaam; the social activists: Bobby Kennedy and the Reverend Martin Luther 

King, Jr.; and various writers who published books on celibacy explaining the 

parallel tradition, the dual position, in the Church of celibacy on the one hand, 

and married clergy, on the other hand. Karl Rahner, the esteemed Catholic 

theologian, was reported by five of the resignees as a person who influenced 

their thinking. No other person was named as many times. 

Pope Paul VI's 1968 encyclical, Humanae Vitae. as noted earlier, was very 

influential in stimulating Catholics to re-evaluate their religious lives. The 

resignees in this study were no exception to that statement. The encyclical 

reports the official Church's teaching on marriage and issues related to 

marriage, such as birth control. The disagreement with the encyclical was 

either directly reported or inferred by what the men shared in the interviews. 

Five of the men directly stated that the encyclical created "a crisis in conscience" 

for them. 

When Vatican II came, Tim welcomed it and participated in its renewal. Like 

many priests, he experienced a dilemma between counseling Catholics on 

following one's responsible conscience, on the one hand, and representing the 

Church's official position, on the other hand: 

And I was experiencing a lot of difficulty in terms of my priestly 
position in the Church, not that it bothered me much but just in 
terms of status because when I would advise people when people 
would come to me for counseling or what not, I would really stress 
the conscience factor really very much knowing at the same time 
that I was not doing exactly what it is they were telling me I was 
suppose to be doing. And I found a bit of dichotomy in myself in so 
far as I felt that as a priest, for example, on the issue of birth 
control, on the one hand, I was being as honest as I knew how to 
be with people in advising them, and on the other hand, I felt that 
in terms of my official position as a priest, that I was suppose to be 
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representing the Church, I wasn't doing it exactly in the way they 
wanted me to do it. 

After Vatican II , Tim's priesthood was a search for identity since the historical 

Council precipitated changes in the role of the priest which caused confusion 

within him. He left and married at the age of 51. 

Matt was a diocesan priest who discovered the loneliness of the priesthood 

during a parish assignment where he ministered between the ages of 26 and 

33. While he was assigned to that parish, the controversial encyclical was 

released and caused him to use the confessional to counsel parishioners on 

forming a responsible conscience: 

I just can't introduce the encyclical in the Church. I just can't get up 
there and preach that on birth control. I felt just the opposite. I 
didn't have to pay the prices some of the priests had to pay who 
publicly went against the encyclical. I didn't need to be as public. 
I did my work in the confessional and in the counseling room. 
Also, I felt the need to fight to update the Church rather than to 
leave. 

Matt eventually became a social activist who felt that the Church and his 

diocese did not affirm his participation. He left and married at the age of 37. 

Early Doubters Regarding Their Priestly Commitment 

Five of the men experienced doubt regarding their priestly commitment prior 

to or during ordination. This theme of doubt and uncertainty was more than 

reasonable doubt as verified by the revelations of the men. This uncertainty 

was one of the contributory factors which influenced the men somewhat 

throughout their priesthoods and which later contributed, to some extent, to the 

men resigning. One man, Tim, dreamed of becoming a medical doctor when he 

entered the seminary. Because his family expected him to enter the seminary, 

however, he pursued the priesthood and foreclosed his identity. 

Chris was a religious order priest who experienced doubt throughout his 

seminary days. He said, "I did experience doubt all through the period, in other 
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words, all through seminary life. I made that clear to the counsellors that I dealt 

with in the seminary." About his ordination at the age of 30, he said, "I was none 

too sure at the time I was ordained whether I should go on." When Chris was 36 , 

he decided to leave but postponed the decision. He left and married at the age 

of 42. 

Bart was a religious order priest who experienced a sexual awakening 

around the age of 28 when he also first thought of leaving: 

I first thought of leaving the priesthood here. My conflict probably 
began after I came back from Europe when I was 28. I suppose 
what raised it was I became sexually involved with women, when I 
became involved with that first woman at graduate school when I 
was around the age of 28. That really raised the issue and was a 
heavily weighted area in my life, an area that I was really tense 
about. It was a clear conflict. And from then on, till I was almost 
35, I had the dilemma. 

Bart entered therapy to help him gain insight into himself, and with his new 

insights and confidence, he left the institutional priesthood at the age of 35 and 

married at the age of 37. 

Influence of University Exposure 

Attending a non-seminarian university during the post-Vatican II period was 

important in the lives of five men. Such an exposure outside the confines of the 

structured seminary was important in causing the men to re-evaluate their lives 

and commitments. Such re-evaluation later contributed to the men's leaving the 

institutional priesthood. 

Pat was a religious order priest who studied for a doctorate from the ages 29 

to 33 at an European open university during the post-Vatican II period. This 

caused him to re-evalute his commitments to the priesthood when he was 30 

years old: 

In Europe, I began to question dogma. If you want to look for a 
justification for it, which was being theologically articulated, it was 
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the setting, it was a whole revolution which started. You had very 
high powered thinkers there who would begin to examine critically 
the path of tradition, and when you examine the very Catholic 
tradition itself with other views, you realize that these other 
aspirations are also legitimate and realize that dogma can be 
flexible ... I think the whole climate that I was in certainly led me to 
re-evaluate what I was doing, and the issue of leaving became 
more prominent. 

Pat ministered as a priest for the next ten years and left at the age of 40 to seek 

marriage. Interestingly, he is the only resignee in this study who has not 

married. 

Alex, on the other hand, re-evaluated his commitment to the priesthood while 

studying for his doctorate from ages 28 to 31 at a different kind of an 

international university. But, unlike Pat who was influenced by his milieu to 

review his commitments and to think of leaving, Alex re-evaluated and re­

affirmed his commitment to the priesthood and decided that he had a solid 

vocation and wanted to be ordained earlier: 

And living in that type of experience, an international type of 
community broadened my experiences in terms of meeting 
people, getting involved in many kinds of things, and in a sense 
that I decided I would like to be ordained a year earlier than I 
expected. I really felt that the academic world was very important. 

Alex continued ministering as a priest until age 41 when he left the institutional 

priesthood and married a woman one year later. His priestly life was an 

example of relative stability and fulfillment until age 40 when his mother's death 

triggered instability and re-evaluation in his life for the first time. 

Question 4: What Was Your Chronological Age at Crucial Times During Your 

Decision-Making Process? 

After each resignee shared his story during the interview, the researcher 

presented the interviewee with eight questions on dates of importance to him 

during his adult life (Appendix F). The data were organized into two charts. 
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Chart I reports data on the sixteen men with their chronological ages as to when 

they entered the seminary , when they were ordained, when they first 

consciously thought of leaving, when they finally left the institutional priesthood, 

and when they married. It is organized according to the ages when the 

resignees left the priesthood. 

Chart II reports data on the sixteen men with the number of years they were 

in conflict between consciously thinking of leaving and actually leaving the 

institutional priesthood, with the number of years they ministered as priests 

within the institutional Church, and with the type of seminary formation they 

experienced: Pre-Vatican II, during-the-sessions of Vatican II, and/or Post­

Vatican II. It is organized according to the number of years the men ministered 

as priests. A trend analysis is reported for the categories on that chart. 

Although the data from this question was not arranged thematically like the 

previous three questions, such information is important especially to the 

developmental analysis in the next chapter. Consequently, instead of reporting 

the responses to that question in depth here, this investigator will just 

summarize the two charts. For a further description of the charts, the reader is 

directed to Appendix K. At the time of the interviews, the men ranged in age 

between 41 and 57. 
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Chart I 
Chronological Ages of Resignees 

(Organized According to Age Left Priesthood) 

Name Age Age Age First Age Age 
of Entered of Thought Left at 

Resignee Semioa.O£ OrdioatiQD Qf L.ea.yiog ErieslbQQd Ma,r[ia.ge 
Bart 18 32 28 35 37 

Matt 17 24 35 37 37 

Pat 17 25 30 40 * 

Dam 17 25 37 40 41 

Alex 20 33 40 41 42 

Chris 17 30 33 42 42 

Reg 21 29 31 42 44 

Larry 18 26 30 43 45 

Gene 18 26 30 45 45 

Vic 13 26 34 46 48 

Sam 21 31 45 47 47 

Nick 20 26 47 47 48 

Greg 22 29 47 49 50 

Jeff 18 27 47 50 50 

Fred 21 30 49 50 50 

Tim 14 27 37 51 51 
*Not married 
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Chart II 
Other Data on Resignees 

(Organized According to Number of Years A Priest) 

Name of *Number of Number of **Type of 
�B�~�f�l�i�g�o�~�~� �Y�~�a�r�f�i� io QQnflict �Y�~�s�a�(�f�i� a �E�(�i�~�f�l�l� �S�~�r�n�i�o�a�O�£� EQrmatiQD 
Bart 7 3 Pr-V-Po 

Alex 1 8 Pr-V-Po 

Chris 9 12 Pr-V 

Matt 2 13 Pr-V 

Reg 11 13 Pr-V 

Dam 3 15 Pr-V 

Pat 10 15 Pr-V-Po 

Sam 2 16 Pr 

Larry 13 17 Pr-V 

Gene 15 19 Pr-V 

Fred 1 20 Pr 

Greg 2 20 Pr 

Vic 12 20 Pr 

Nick 1 21 Pr 

Jeff 3 23 Pr 

Tim 14 24 Pr 
* Conflict Between Thinking of Leaving and Actual Priestly Resignation 
**Pr=Pre-Vatican II; V=During the sessions of Vatican II; and Po =Post Vatican II 
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Summary 

The birthdates of the resignees ranged between 1927 and 1943. Half of the 

sample of sixteen men were born during the 1930's. 

The age of entry into the seminary ranged from 13 to 22. Half of the men 

entered with either the age of 17 or 18, and ten men entered between the ages 

of 17 and 20. 

The chronological ages at ordination ranged from 24 to 33. One fourth of the 

sample was ordained at the age of 26. Eight men were ordained between the 

ages 25 and 28. The dates of ordination ranged between 1955 and 1974. Half 

of the sample were ordained in the 1960's. Three types of seminary formation 

were reported: pre-Vatican II; during-the-sessions of Vatican II; and post-Vatican 

II. Seven men experienced totally a pre-Vatican II type of seminary formation . 

The ages of the men when they first consciously thought of leaving the 

priesthood ranged between 28 and 40. Ten men thought of leaving between 

ages 29 and 40. 

The ages of the men when they actually left the institutional priesthood 

ranged from 35 to 51. The years they left ranged between 1974 and 1983. Half 

of the sample left in the 1970's, and the other half left in the 1980's. Eleven of 

the sixteen men left in their forties. 

The number of years the men ministered as priests ranged between 3 years 

and 24 years. Six men ministered as priests for 20 to 24 years before they left. 

The age at marriage ranged from 37 to 51 with only one man not married at 

present, but he hopes to marry someday. One resignee was separated. Seven 

men married within the same year they left the institutional priesthood. Thirteen 

men married between the ages 41 and 51. 
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The number of years of conflict between thinking of leaving and actually 

leaving ranged from one to fifteen years. Half of the sample were in conflict for 

three years or less, and the other half between seven years and fifteen years. 

During the analysis, some trends were noted also. In the first trend, those 

men who experienced totally a pre-Vatican II seminary formation totally 

generally thought of leaving at a later chronological age, but when they decided 

to leave, their conflicts were about three years or less, much shorter than others 

in this study. 

Also, those men who experienced a combination of pre-Vatican II and 

during-the-sessions of Vatican II seminary formation, generally questioned their 

commitments to the priesthood at an earlier age and deliberated longer than 

those who experienced only a pre-Vatican II type of seminary formation. 

Too, those men who experienced a combination of pre-Vatican II, during-the­

sessions of Vatican II, and post-Vatican II type of seminary formation did not 

form any evident trend at all. 

Additionally, for the two resignees in this study who ministered less than ten 

years, they experienced all three types of seminary formation. 

Moreover, four of the five men who ministered from 12 to 15 years 

experienced a combination of pre-Vatican II and during-the-sessions of Vatican 

II type of seminary formation. 

In a further trend, seven of the men who ministered as priests for 16 to 24 

years experienced totally a pre-Vatican II type of seminary formation with six of 

the seven ministering as priests for 20 to 24 years. 

In the final trend, five of the ten men who were in conflict for 3 years to 15 

years experienced both a pre-Vatican II and during the-sessions of Vatican II 

type of seminary of formation and deliberated for a long time during their 
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decision-making process. 

Responses to Ten Personal Background Questions 

Toward the conclusion of each interview, each interviewee was asked a 

battery of ten personal background questions. In analyzing the data, the writer 

read and organized the responses into the appropriate categories. Some of 

the answers revealed additional information which was not shared in the 

interview. Also, some of the questions and responses were very important in 

opening up important aspects of the men's lives which were not anticipated at 

the beginning of the project. Three questions especially did this: (1) Did you 

consider your leaving the institutional priesthood a moral issue? (2) Are you 

dispensed (laicized) juridically by Rome from exercising your priestly and 

celibacy commitments? (3) Do you still consider yourself a priest? The 

responses to these three questions will be reported after some of the other 

questions are dealt with. 

Ethnic Background 

Half (eight) of the sample were brought up in Irish homes, and three other 

men were socialized in homes with a mixture of Irish and other ethnic 

backgrounds. The rest of the sample (five men) were socialized in homes of 

four other ethnic backgrounds. 

Family Size and Ordinal Position in the Resignee's Family of Origin 

Six of the resignees were the first-born; three were the youngest; two were 

the middle child; two were the second oldest ; two were the third oldest ; and 

one man was an only child who could also be included among the category of 

the first- born. In that case , there would be seven resignees in the category of 

first-born. 

Early Education. Catholic and/or Public 
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Twelve of the resignees experienced a totally Catholic education through 

high school. The other four men encountered some public school education: 

two experienced public school education up to Grades 7 and 8, and then they 

entered a Catholic high school; one man attended Catholic schools up to 

Grade 8 and then transferred to a public high school; and one resignee 

attended public schools through high school. Two of the resignees entered the 

seminary at the beginning of high school. Eight men enrolled just after 

graduating from high school. The other six encountered some Catholic 

college participation prior to joining the seminary: three enrolled in the 

seminary after completing their junior year at a Catholic college; two entered the 

seminary after one year at a Catholic college; and one man joined after 

graduating from college. 

An Altar Boy 

Thirteen of the resignees were altar boys, and three were not. One of the 

four men, Greg, who did not service the Church as an altar boy describes his 

disappointment in not becoming an altar boy on the day the altar boys were 

selected by the parish priests during the pre-Vatican II period: 

I was never an altar boy. The time that they chose them, and that 
was quite a privilege, a unique privilege in our parish to be chosen 
as an altar boy, I was sick. The priests chose them on that one 
day, and there were no reconsiderations. That was it. It was a 
one-time shot. If you were there and were chosen, fine. If for 
some reason, you weren't there, and even if you were to be 
chosen, and you couldn't accept, that was it. It may sound very 
strict or limited or whatever else but that's the way it was. I felt 
somewhat cheated and had to live with it. 

Motives For Entering the Priesthood 

In analyzing the transcripts, two categories of reasons for entering the 

seminary were discovered: those which could be called "internal," and those 

which were "external." Interestingly, some men gave both internal and external 
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reasons, and most resignees shared multiple motives for entering the seminary. 

Some of the former included: (1) the idealism of being of service to others and 

to the Church ; (2) the desire to minister as missionaries; (3) a richer spiritual life 

and growth; (4) piety; (5)" realization about God's love for me and what was I 

going to do about it"; and (6) the image of the priesthood as dealing with the 

ultimate realities of life. 

Some external motives included: (1) the image of the priesthood as bringing 

status and prestige to the man-as-priest; (2) the desire to be like a particular 

priest the resignee admired; (3) cultural influences to become a priest; (4) the 

desire to be somebody special in the world; and (5) the desire to separate from 

the secure womb of the home and to participate in the secure environment of 

the seminary which reinforced the home values . One resignee, Matt, described 

a unique motive for entering the seminary. He entered the seminary prior to 

Vatican II. He entered for a negative reason because he didn't like the direction 

the Church was heading and he joined to try to change it. As a priest, later, he 

became a social activist. 

Diocesan Priest or Religious Order Priest 

In this study, four resignees ministered as diocesan priests and twelve 

ministered as religious order priests. In the religious order category, seven 

different religious orders were represented. 

Did You Consider Your Leaving the Institutional Priesthood a Moral Issue? 

The question on the resignee's perception of the morality of his decision was 

suggested to this researcher by a religious order sister. Many resignees 

responded to this question by asking this interviewer what he intended by the 

word "moral." This researcher responded that the term "moral" was to be 

interpreted by them in their own way. The intent of this researcher was to use 
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the query as a projective question. The responses to this question were very 

informative and can be organized into three categories. 

One grouping involved eight men who responded in the affirmative to the 

question. All of them considered their leaving a moral issue because they 

broke their commitment to the priesthood. In Jeff's case, he also was in conflict 

because of his commitment to his child. Larry had to work through guilt as he felt 

he was a "Judas" when he left. Nick believed that his leaving involved a 

change of life style that had moral repercussions. He responded, "For 25 years , 

I didn't feel the considerations of a woman as I do now." Sam agonized over 

three questions in the process of his decision-making: "First, is it right or wrong? 

Second, am I going to hurt somebody by my decision? Third, how is God going 

to judge me? Is my decision acceptable to God?" Chris , Greg, and Pat also 

believed that they broke a commitment. Although an eighth resignee, Matt, did 

not feel he left because of a moral issue, he is included within this group of men 

who responded in the affirmative to the question because he considered his 

leaving to be an ethical issue. He felt that he had obligations to himself, to his 

diocese, to his family, and to the woman he loved. 

A further division involved five men who did not believe that their leaving was 

a moral issue. Each of the resignee's reason for leaving was different, however. 

Alex felt that his reasons were spiritual and psychological and not moral. Bart 

did not believe that leaving the priesthood was a moral wrong because of the 

idea of change in the priesthood vocation after Vatican II, but he did feel guilty 

about the repercussions of his decision on his family. Dom considered the 

Church's authority and power to dispense priests from their commitments to the 

priesthood and celibacy as his reason for not considering his leaving a moral 

issue. Gene believed that he is a priest theologically forever and consequently 



163 

felt that he had not left the priesthood as such and was just as much a priest 

after he left as when he ministered in the missions. Reg did not did not consider 

his reasons to leave as moral since he left to marry a particular woman 

someday. 

Three resignees who responded to the question of the morality of leaving by 

including both a "no" and a "yes" in their replies made up a final classification. 

Fred did not think his leaving as a moral issue but considered his decision as 

having some moral dimensions to it since he made a choice of values. He 

believed that he was leaving a good (the priesthood) for a greater good (love 

and intimacy with a woman whom he was in love with). Tim did not think that he 

was doing anything morally wrong when he decided to leave. He felt that he 

had ministered as a priest for many years and had given of himself during those 

years. He did feel that there was an ethic involved as his parents were elderly 

when he was thinking of leaving and he was concerned about the possible 

negative effects his decision would have on them. Vic did not consider his 

leaving a moral issue because it did not involve a question of salvation or 

damnation, or good or evil. He did believe, however, that he had to work 

through the more pressing issue as to whether his decision would be approved 

or not approved from his family and other significant others. 

Are You Dispensed (Laicized) Juridically By Rome? 

In analyzing the question asking each resignee if he were dispensed by 

Rome, four categories emerged. In the first were seven resignees who were 

dispensed by Rome. In another grouping were three men who applied for 

dispensation but were refused. All three men learned that Rome did not 

consider marriage as an acceptable or valid reason for granting a dispensation. 

Another classification included four resignees who did not apply for 
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dispensation in the past and who have no intention of petitioning Rome in the 

future either. The reasons shared for not applying varied. Gene was not 

interested in dispensation because he considers himself today to be "a priest in 

the strongest, fullest possible sense without the authority to act as a priest." 

Fred was not interested in dispensation. He stated, "You have to say that at the 

time of your ordination you were incompetent and didn't really know what you 

were doing. But I knew what I was doing." Jeff, another resignee, reported, "I 

won't ask to be dispensed from priesthood because if some pope comes along 

and says that he will accept those who are married in Orders, I don't want to be 

considered a lay person." Tim believed that it was useless to apply since the 

pope was dispensing few resignees. Tim also experienced a problem with his 

religious order after he left the priesthood and consequently did not feel 

comfortable in petitioning Rome. 

Two resignees who have not applied for dispensation but hope to someday 

represented a final designation. Dom would like to be dispensed in order to 

maintain his sense of history, and his bond with and connectedness to the 

Catholic Church. Pat would like to be dispensed, but since he left relatively 

recently, he is waiting until he is more secure as a lay person before he 

petitions Rome. 

Do You Still Consider Yourself A Priest? If So. In What Sense? 

The responses to the question of the resignee's perception of his identity 

after he left the priesthood were surprising. Because of the responses to this 

question (which were not uniform from resignee to resignee), the writer 

experienced conflict for a time in deciding how to identify them. At first, the 

subjects were identified as "former priests." Later, the writer learned that there 

is no such term theologically as a former priest. Once ordained, a man is a 
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priest forever theologically as Holy Orders is a one-time sacrament conferred 

upon a recipient in the Catholic Church. The subjects perceived themselves in 

four different ways after they left the institutional ministry. 

In one category, seven resignees considered themselves priests 

theologically as taught by the Catholic Church but did not presently consider 

themselves functional priests (priests who still continue to function as priests 

outside of the institutional Church). Another grouping included six resignees 

who identified themselves as "married priests" and represented the philosophy 

of CORPUS , a national association of resigned/married priests to some extent, 

because they were desirous of continuing officially recognized ministry in the 

Roman Catholic Church. They, like the men in the first category, accepted the 

Church's teaching that they were priests forever theologically; but they went one 

step further and also identified themselves as "married priests." 

In a further classification, two resignees represented and shared a newer 

and more liberal theological interpretation of the priesthood. Consequently, 

they did not accept the official teaching of the Church that "once a priest, always 

a priest." Alex expressed that perspective: 

So I would say that the sacramental order of the priesthood at the 
same time was not an absolute and also it really depends upon 
other extenuating circumstances. It's not a cool clear cut rule that 
exists today. I do not believe I am a priest theologically. I made a 
decision to leave the priesthood. The teaching that 'you are a 
priest forever' is ambivalent. 

Fred, another resignee, also did not consider himself a priest forever: 

I don't consider myself a priest according to the order of 
Melchisedech. I haven't thought that out very well, but I don't 
really. I'm not in the Church's institution and an official public 
minister, a priest. I am a lay person with an increased awareness 
of my development of a lot of priestly qualities from my ministerial 
service, abilities that are a part of me that I take for granted at this 
point. 
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A final grouping contained one resignee who was uncertain about the 

permanency of Holy Orders. He seemed to be more like the two resignees who 

accepted the newer theology than the other thirteen men who accepted the 

traditional teaching that "once a priest, always a priest." About the newer 

theology of priesthood, Pat identified its social character rather than its 

individual and indelible character as taught by the traditional and official 

theology of the Church: 

According to the second theology, a newer one, character is not 
indelible in the same sense that people meant it before in the old 
sense regardless of what you did, you are always a priest. In this 
newer theology, character somehow or other involves a real 
personal relationship, a living relationship; then, if one party in the 
relationship, namely, the human being breaks away from the 
community or breaks away from that relationship with God, the 
character no longer exists. I guess what they are trying to deal 
much more with is the whole meaning of what it means to be a 
person, a person within community, and how we understand that. 

The writer became intrigued by the men's revelations of the permanency of 

Holy Orders, on the one hand, and the variety of responses, on the other hand. 

Consequently, he interviewed a priest, a recognized Canon Law expert, to 

determine the canonical status of the men who repeated the theme of the 

theological permanency of the sacrament of Holy Orders. The priest 

(pseudonym Father Mark) confirmed that "once a priest, always a priest" 

according to the official teaching of the Church. He agreed with this researcher 

that the term "former priest" is not accurate to describe the resignees. He said, 

"The term 'former priest' is not accurate in the theological sense of the word or 

in a canonically sense of the word." 

Father Mark then summarized the official Church's position on Holy Orders 

as a one-time permanent sacrament: 

The Church consistently has taught and defined in various 
Councils that priesthood, the sacrament of Holy Orders, is a 
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permanent sacrament. You don't lose it, being priests you may 
cease to operate as priests or may be prohibited from acting as a 
priest, but the concept of priesthood has always been seen as 
permanent. .. a permanent bond, a permanent seal, a sealing in 
the Lord. The character of the sacrament of Holy Orders is a 
"permanent spiritual power." 

The canon law specialist reported that resignees lose the faculty or the 

jurisdiction to exercise their priesthood but in an emergency, they can 

administer the sacrament of healing, the sacrament of reconciliation: 

One cannot renounce that priesthood, one cannot step it aside, 
one can cease to function as an active priest, but even 
canonically, in The Code of Canon Law, it will say that the 
dispensed or the lapsed priest, that is another word that has been 
used for priests who left, that even these men in danger of death 
can minister the sacrament of healing, the sacrament of 
forgiveness. Why? Because they are priests. 

Father Mark also reported that resignees not dispensed by Rome can function 

as priests in such an emergency because of the theological nature of 

priesthood. Thirteen resignees in this study shared the same interpretation of 

the permanency of the character of Holy Orders (priesthood) as Father Mark did. 

Some current theologians, however, as well as Alex, Fred, and Pat in this study , 

questioned that traditional personal interpretation of priesthood and interpreted 

the character of priesthood from a social perspective with its capability of 

changing as a priest's relationships change within his community. 

Consequently, the offficial Church position on the permanency of Holy Orders 

is currently being questioned especially by liberal theologians. 

What College Degrees Haye You Earned? 

Every one of the sixteen resignees earned at least a master's degree. Four 

men earned two master's degrees. One man is a doctoral candidate. Eight men 

earned doctorates, and one of the resignees earned two doctorates. 

Other Information Abstracted From the Data 
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Besides the ten questions on personal background, other information was 

shared by the resignees. This information has been organized into four 

groupings. One category included the men's marital status at the time of 

interviewing. Fourteen men were married, one was separated, and one was not 

married at all. 

Another classification involved the resignees' spouses. Nine men married 

former religious order sisters, three wedded Catholic divorcees, one married a 

Catholic widow, one wedded a Protestant, one married a former student, and 

one is single. 

A further division contained the resignees' children. Six of the men had 

biological children only, four had no children, three had step-children, one had 

both biological and step children, one had both biological and adopted 

children, and one was not married and consequently had no children. 

In the final class, the resignees' current occupations were included. Ffteen 

men were in the human service field with the sixteenth man in a technical field 

who hoped in the future to enter the human relations field. 



CHAPTER VI 

FOUR PRIESTS: THEIR STORIES 

In Levinson et al.'s (1978) original study of 40 men, they reported the lives of 

four men in some detail. Since this study is similarly biographical in its 

theoretical perspective, its method, and its content, this researcher has selected 

four biographies to report his findings of sixteen resignees. 

Three men were selected whose adult psychosocial development supported 

Levinson's theory and one man whose development did not. No single 

biography totally supported or refuted Levinson's theory in all respects but only 

in some respects and in different degrees. 

Seven considerations were used in the selection. First, those biographies 

which supported Levinson's theory to a large extent were separated from those 

which did not. They were then organized into developmental periods where 

appropriate applying Levinson's conception of age-linked alternating structure­

building and structure-changing periods. Maintaining the ratio reflected in the 

sixteen men studied, three of the men in the study ministered as religious order 

priests, and one as a diocesan priest. Three men illustrated Levinson's theory 

of the various ways of progressing through adult development. One man was 

selected because he represented those who did not follow the age-linked 

developmental sequence reported by Levinson. In general, these men dealt 

with some of the developmental tasks later than the sample reported by 

Levinson. Two of the men ministered as administrators, and the other two did 

not Two were ordained during the pre-Vatican II period, one during the 

sessions of Vatican II, and one during the post-Vatican II period. In the 

selection process, it made no difference whether the resignee was interesting or 

dull, neurotic or well-adjusted, a success or a failure, talkative or reticent. The 
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researcher was principally interested in enhancing Levinson's theory by 

reporting on the different ways the men progressed through adulthood using his 

theory as a lens to understand them. 

The biographies were divided into five headings that exemplified the 

important aspects in each of the resignee's lives. The categories included : (1) 

Background Information; (2) Ordination and Priestly Ministry; (3) Re-Evaluation 

of Priestly Commitment; (4) The Decision To Leave: and (5) Life After Leaving. 

The names of resignees and their spouses used in these reports are 

pseudonyms. As in Miserandino's (1984) study, the resignee's own words are 

reported as much as possible "to punctuate the development of each biography 

so as to communicate a sense of the person involved" (p. 92). The three 

biographies which supported Levinson's theory are reported first followed by 

the one biography that did not. 

Four Lives in Progress 

1. Matt 

Matt was interviewed at his home. He and his wife, Daniela, greeted this 

interviewer upon his arrival. The interview occurred in a family room. Matt was 

an open person who expressed his views readily. During the interview, his 

children passed through the room, and Matt proudly introduced them. He 

introduced the researcher to four ways of understanding a resigned priest's 

identity: theologically, psychologically, sociologically, and juridically. At the 

end of the interview, Matt and Daniela offered coffee and dessert and a three­

way conversation occurred principally focusing upon the dissertation project. 

Matt has been contacted via the telephone after the interview for further 

clarification on previously reported data and for additional information. His life 

represents Levinson's phase of "Breaking Out" of the Culminating Life Structure 
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of early adulthood and Becoming One's Own Man which was more 

psychosocial than vocational. 

Background Information: Matt was a middle child. He was socialized in an 

"anti-feeling" home milieu with parents who were "great people" but who overly 

protected him: 

I felt that I had a terribly protected environment, a very impersonal 
environment growing up. My parents were of an ethnic 
background that believed in strictness, parents are always right 
which was not a very humanistic approach. Somehow, that didn't 
work for me. That didn't seem right. 

Matt attended public schools until Grade 8 and then entered a Catholic high 

school. His education was also rigid and strict, and he later found himself 

"rebelling" against his structured home atmosphere and structured Catholic 

school formation. He participated in some dating during high school, but he 

said, "I was so timid and backward that I was afraid of women. Half of my reason 

for avoiding them could have been that I was nowhere ready for marriage." 

After graduating from high school, Matt saw his vocational choices as either 

chemical engineering or the priesthood. He selected the priesthood and 

entered a diocesan seminary when he was 17 years old. He joined during the 

pre-Vatican II period. 

Matt was influenced to study for the priesthood by religious sisters and aunts 

rather than by his parents: 

I was probably swayed into the seminary and into the ministry more 
by nuns and aunts than by my parents. My parents were't terribly 
pressuring in the spirit of the day. They treasured the idea of their 
son being a priest, but they didn't put any pressure on me. 

He entered the seminary for five different reasons. First, he wanted to be a 

pastoral counselor: 

What I was conscious of was wanting to become a pastoral 
counsellor. That is what the priests in my parish did. I was very 
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much part of it as I was an altar boy. I grew up in a small parish 
where the priests helped people through their crises. This really 
appealed to me. 

Moreover, Matt wanted to change the pre-Vatican II Church which he felt 

was outdated: 

Most of my reasons for going in were in a sense negative in that I 
disliked the way the Church was going. So some of my reasons 
for going into the seminary had to do with being a revolutionary, 
although that's too strong a word for back then. 

Furthermore, he was influenced by the expectations of others who wanted 

him to become a priest. Also, he felt the attraction of the priesthood. He 

reported, "The priesthood certainly looked like a nice life. The priests were 

professionals and well-educated. They were highly respected." Finally, he did 

not believe that he was ready for marriage, and he stated, "In the seminary, you 

didn't have to worry about women then." 

Matt found his pre-Vatican II seminary education restrictive and inhibiting. 

He believed that it withdrew him from the real world and socialized him to build 

barriers in interpersonal relationships: 

During the seminary days, I was preserved from the real world by 
having to build a wall around myself, wearing a long black 
cassock, and preventing myself from intermingling with people or 
forming any real interpersonal relationships, and particularly 
relationships with women. What happens is you become paranoid 
about relationships. It was really just a myth. 

He believed that his seminary formation did not prepare him for his priestly 

ministry after ordination. Basically, he considered his seminary formation as "an 

ivory tower experience": 

The seminary formation was so unreal from the real world. The 
seminary upbringing was ridiculous because it is expected that a 
student, just because he was removed from his life for eight years 
in the seminary, was expected to turn off all his sexual and social 
needs. I was served hand and foot by others which prevented me 
from developing responsibility. The seminary life didn't paint any 
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kind of a realistic picture of what it was going to be like later. We 
lived in an ivory tower for seven years. 

Ordination and Priestly Ministry: At the age of 24, Matt was ordained a priest 

during the sessions of Vatican II. At that time, he was living in a milieu that was 

experiencing the effects of Vatican II, and priests were resigning their 

priesthoods "in droves." After completing his theologicaal studies at the age of 

25, he was assigned to a Catholic high school to teach religion. From age 26 to 

33, he ministered in a small parish. In that ministry, he experienced the 

loneliness of celibacy and realized that he needed intimacy: 

You are turned out into a parish, and you intermingle in different 
ways. The seminary prevented me from establishing 
relationships, but here, in the parish, I was in the real world and 
needed relationships. I would visit parishioners at night. And 
when it came midnight or two in the morning, or whenever we 
finished talking, it would be time to go home. They were married 
so that they would go to bed together; I'd go home and go to bed 
alone. It was lonely. It was clear to me not long into the ministry 
that I'm not going to live alone. I was too lonely a person living 
alone. 

Matt questioned his loneliness and hoped that the effects of Vatican II would 

change the Church's regulation on celibacy. He liked the priesthood, but not its 

celibate aspect. After a while, he realized that the Church did not intend to 

change its position on celibacy. He began to lose some enthusiam for the 

institutional priesthood: 

Hopes of that continued renewal of the Church were being dashed, 
and one of the hopes was that celibacy would change along with 
the unbelievable change from Latin liturgies to new liturgies. I had 
a vague hope that the Church would really push this mandatory 
celibacy out for the western rite. So the enthusiasm of post­
Vatican II for trying to change the mandatory celibacy regulation 
waned. 

When the controversial Humanae Vitae encyclical on birth control was 

released by Pope Paul VI in 1968, numerous priests, including Matt, struggled 

with the dilemma of whether to obey the Pope's encyclical or to obey their 
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consciences which were in conflict with the teachings of the encyclical. Matt 

followed the dictates of his conscience: 

I just can't introduce the encyclical in the Church. I just can't get up 
there and preach that on birth control. I felt just the opposite. I 
didn't have to pay the prices some of the priests had to pay who 
publicly went against the encyclical. I didn't need to be as public. I 
did my work in the confessional and in the counseling room. Also, 
I felt the need to fight and to update the Church rather than to 
leave. 

Matt personally experienced great joy at the Church's renewal as a result of 

Vatican II. While he was experiencing loneliness, he became a social activist 

as he felt committed to helping others by changing society. He believed he 

was following the spirit of Vatican II which was encouraging its Catholics to 

become socially active in this world. He became disappointed, however, 

because he received no positive affirmation or mentoring from his diocese or 

from the Catholic hierarchy for his social involvement .In addition, he was not 

witnessing the implementation of the spirit of Vatican II in as many areas as he 

desired: 

I saw a lot of Vatican II changes happening in the Church and was 
happy with a lot of them. However, a strong conservative backlash 
set in within the Church regarding causes I have been very much 
caught up in, such as the civil rights movement, the anti-Vietnam 
movement, the anti-war movement, and the human potential 
movement in psychology and human growth.A lot of humanization 
was somewhat grinding to a halt. I walked the picket lines and 
demonstrated. There was a lot of overt resistance to that in the 
Church. I saw this unhealthy kind of attitude reappear in the 
Church. 

During the last year of his parish assignment, Matt, at the age of 32, entered 

a clinical doctoral program in counselling. He was now continuing to build for 

his future as a priest, but his intention was to enter pastoral counseling. He 

spent three years in that graduate program before graduating with a doctoral 

degree at the age of 35. That experience was instrumental in helping him to 
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develop psychosocially and to re-evaluate his life. He responded, "In the 

program, I gained some independence and got in touch with who I was and 

what I needed out of life." He realized that he wasn't finding satisfaction in the 

priesthood with its celibate requirement and the Church's slow implementation 

of Vatican II. He loved counseling, and he began to realize that he could 

perform that function outside of the priesthood. 

While studying for a doctorate, he also worked in campus ministry. When he 

was 33, he met his future wife, Daniela, who ministered with him. He developed 

a positive relationship which later developed into a personal relationship. She 

left the ministry when Matt was 34. He continued his relationship with her. At 

this time, Matt also read a book on celibacy by a theologian named Gorguin 

who influenced him. The book was revolutionary at that time in the sense that it 

left the question of celibacy and intimacy open for priests. 

Re-Evaluation of Priestly Commitment: After Matt earned his doctoral 

degree at age 35, he thought of leaving the priesthood. At that time, also, he 

was assigned to a mental health center ministry which was pleasing and 

exciting for him. Furthermore, he was assigned part-time to a parish. The new 

mental health assignment was important to him as it would give him the 

necessary clinical experience to find a job later when he would leave. 

Consequently, he made an internal mental decision to leave here but delayed 

the actual implementation of that decision for two years: 

I had been commited to the mental health center, and I needed that 
supervisory experience to be licensed. I decided to leave the 
active ministry here but felt obliged to look to myself and the 
mental health center and the diocese that had paid for my 
education and to do that ministry for a couple of years. So I did 
that. That was self-serving as well as serving them because I 
thought it was practically an internship: it was working in the title of 
a mental health professional for a couple of years as a pastoral 
counselor. 
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The Decision To Leave: While ministering at the mental health center, Matt 

continued his relationship with Daniela. He did not want to remain lonely and 

was seeking a relationship that would bring intimacy. He struggled with that 

personal relationship and with his priesthood asking himself, "What do I really 

want in life?" Although he wanted intimacy and still hoped the Church might 

change its regulation on mandatory celibacy, he wasn't confident that he felt 

"like the marriageable type" as he was also experiencing fears of leaving. He 

obtained therapy at the age of 35 to help him during his decision-making 

process. He became convinced that the Church would not change its stance 

with regard to obligatory celibacy during his priesthood. With the new found 

freedom and self-confidence he developed while in therapy, he decided to 

leave the institutional priesthood at the age of 37 after two years in conflict and 

after ministering as a priest for 13 years. He left the priesthood, not because he 

was "unhappy" in ministering as a priest, but because he "needed more": 

I was not willing to wait any longer for the Church to change its rule 
on mandatory celibacy. I had the painful realization that the 
Church was not going to change its rule on celibacy, in my lifetime 
anyway. It probably was not going to happen in my childbearing 
years. 

Matt also left because he felt that his active involvement in social movements 

was not affirmed or mentored by the Catholic hierarchy. Since many of his 

priest-friends had left the priesthood before he did, he also missed their 

emotional support while he ministered as a priest. He became disillusioned with 

the Church's slow implementation of the spirit of Vatican II. 

Just before he left, he informed his parishioners from the Church's pulpit he 

was leaving and experienced "a great day": 

We had a big celebration our last day. My last day in the parish the 
other priests concelebrated Mass with me. For the homily that day, 
I just explained my odyssey, what I needed to do. It was just a 
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great day. 

Life After Leaving: At age 37, Matt married Daniela the same year he left and 

later fathered children. He became involved in a human services ministry. In a 

professional setting, he ministers as a pastoral counselor, and in a private 

setting, he functions either as a human services professional or a pastoral 

counselor. 

In introspecting about his leaving the institutional priesthood, Matt 

considered his departure as an ethical issue: 

I would not say that I left because of a moral issue because I don't 
know what moral means. Ethical? Yes, I would say it was an 
ethical issue. I certainly needed to do with my life what I needed to 
do. I had obligations to myself. I had obligations to the diocese, to 
my family, to my girl whom I was going with. Those were all ethical 
issues. I guess I tend to stay away from words like 'moral.' They 
were ethical considerations. I didn't have any doubt that in the 
eyes of God that this is what I needed to do. It was more that the 
Church wouldn't be happy about it. This bothered me more on a 
personal level. It was hard to explain to people I cared about. 

Matt also experienced a sense of guilt when he first left the priesthood but 

resolved it later. 

When I first left, I realized a feeling of guilt. The diocese paid a lot 
of money for me, got me ordained, and expected this of me and all 
sorts of things. Working through the guilt was a problem. That 
was important to me back then. I worked through my guilt. 

Matt accepts the teaching of the Church that he is still a priest theologically. 

In fact, he identifies himself to many people as "a married priest": 

Since I left the institutional ministry, I refer to myself as a married 
priest rather than as a layman or ex-priest or former priest. I 
clearly left the institutional ministry. I did not resign from the 
priesthood. I resigned from the active ministry, the organizational 
ministry as far as I am concerned. I am still a priest theologically. 
Holy Orders is a one-time sacrament. There is a permanent 
sacramental character, a spiritual indelible sign, imprinted on my 
soul. Theologically, there is no way I can lose the sacramental 
sign. I can't even divest myself of it. Consequently, I see myself as 
a priest permanently. 
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Matt declared that there are four ways of answering the question, "Are you 

still a priest after you resign from the institutional priesthood?" Theologically, 

once ordained a priest, a man is always a priest regardless of his acceptance or 

denial of the permanent one-time sacrament of Holy Orders. Psychologically, a 

man is a priest if he identifies himself as a priest to himself. This is personal 

identity. Sociologically, a man is a priest if he identifies himself as a priest to 

others and wants others to respond to him in that priest-identity. Juridically, a 

man is a priest if the Church recognizes and endorses him as a priest. 

Juridically, a man can also be dispensed from his priestly and celibate 

commitments by Rome through the process of laicization which "reduces a 

priest to the lay state" after he was "raised to the clerical state" at ordination. 

Matt is dispensed and sought such juridical approval by the Church 

especially for his mother's sake. She was a very devout practicing Catholic 

who would have been deeply hurt if he married without Church approval. She 

was happy when he was dispensed and when he was married in the Catholic 

Church. 

When Matt reached age 40 after leaving the institutional priesthood, he felt 

the symbolic power of that age as he experienced both a sense of personal 

aging and mortality. At that time, he was aware of his "pot belly," and he began 

to exercise and to pursue rigorously a nutritional diet. Today, in his middle 

adulthood, he is more conscious of the aging and mortality processes through 

the lives of his children. He realizes that he has to take care of himself as his 

family depends upon him. 

2. fat 

Pat was interviewed at his apartment. He was one of the men to have left 

the priesthood most recently, and he is the only resignee in this study not 
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married at this time. Pat is a very friendly and open person who shared his 

story readily. Contacted numerous times after the interview to clarify some of 

the data reported in the interview, he was very supportive in introducing the 

researcher to the newer theology of priesthood which does not consider Holy 

Orders as a permanent Church sacrament. His biography reported a relatively 

unstable adult life structure from about age 28 onward with a lot of questioning , 

re-evaluation, and unresolved psychosocial issues. 

Background Information: Pat was the eldest child. He was an altar boy, who 

attended Catholic schools through high school. From the time Pat was a pupil 

in elementary school, he wanted to enter the seminary, but his parents 

convinced him to wait until he graduated from high school. Influenced by family 

expectations, he entered the seminary at the age of 17 as soon as he finished 

high school: 

And I think all the way through I was the classical person who went 
into the seminary because of the unspoken expectations of a 
Catholic family being the first boy. Also, I didn't do much sexual 
exploration or sexual awakening in high schoo l. 

Pat entered a religious order seminary for three reasons: 

First, I guess the reason I went in when I was younger was that 
there was a real desire to serve people. Secondly, I guess I 
always wanted to deal with life on the ultimate dimension if I were 
going to do something with my life. I was interested in the ultimate 
dimension , the meaning or lack of meaning in life. To deal with 
people on the meaning of their lives was important. Third, I was 
moving, I think, from one situation into another because I was 
leaving a home environment and was going into a bigger 
institutional home where all the structures were laid out and the 
future, in a sense, was almost guaranteed. Once you were 
ordained or accepted, unless you were a turkey, your life was laid 
out before you. I think that there was psychological security of 
moving into a well defined and prestigious vocation where 
interractions and relationships with other people were always 
defined by social customs than anything else. 

While a seminarian , sexuality was an unexplored domain. As has already 
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been reported in this thesis, the seminary did not allow any vehicle for sexual 

awakening or for intimate relationships with males or females. Just prior to 

ordination he met a religious sister (Monica), and later, in his thirties, he 

developed a personal relationship with her. 

Ordjnatjon and Priestly Ministry: Pat was ordained at the age of 25 after the 

closing of Vatican II. He then studied theology for a year and ministered in a 

hospital from ages 26 to 29. From ages 29 to 33, he studied for a doctorate in 

Europe where he was significantly influenced by the European milieu: 

Europe was a different ballgame from what I had experienced 
previously. The theology is different. We were getting inklings of it 
when I was just finishing up ordination after Vatican II. But in 
Europe, they were laissez-faire about a lot of things. They just 
believed in being much more mature. You are in an open 
environment with a mixed culture with people with very high 
powers of exploring and continuing to question and intellectually 
examining ideas. The basis for making a decision, the basis for 
psychological development changed so much. I was in a 
supporting and a very challenging environment which wants you 
to keep digging and uncovering. 

Pat began for the first time to question dogma because of his exposure to 

intellectuals who were critically examining and re-evaluating the path of 

tradition. He began to realize that dogma could be flexible and that other 

viewpoints were also legitimate. He believed that his European experience 

stimulated him to develop into a responsible and autonomous thinker and adult: 

And so, I think that the environment of openness and my meeting 
people who have kind of grown up adult and who were not living 
life according to what we were all told influenced me. We were 
now developing into responsible adults to begin to question some 
things. It was an environment that I was in that began to challenge 
how I was thinking and began to make me competent in my 
decision-making. So Vatican II was important, but it was the 
people behind it that I became involved with. In Europe, I became 
exposed to a democratic atmosphere, but I especially became 
exposed to critical thinking. 

Re-Evaluation of Priestly Commitment: While in Europe, Pat developed a 
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personal relationship with a woman, and then, decided to terminate it. He 

considers age 30 as the time when he first thought of leaving the priesthood: 

I would certainly say in Europe, I think I began to really experience 
doubt about my priestly commitment. Several factors influenced 
me at that time. First, it was intimacy. Second, it was the 
European intellectual climate and ecclesiastical climate I was in. I 
was in a very challenging environment at all levels: emotionally, 
psychologically, and morally. I think the whole climate that I was in 
certainly led me to re-evaluate what I was doing, and the issue of 
leaving became prominent. I remained in doubt for about ten 
years beginning at this time. 

Of the period between age 28 and 33, Pat said, "It was the most active in terms 

of questioning and decision-making, a period of change and growth and 

movement." 

Pat did not complete his doctorate at this time, and after four years of study, 

he was reassigned to the United States from ages 33 to 38. During that 

assignment, he developed a personal relationship with Monica, whom he met 

prior to ordination. This relationship, however, created a dilemma for him: 

But there are so many frustrations I found in that situation that I felt 
personally that first I couldn't do it because I think it was dishonest 
and second because it was psychologically too much of a stress in 
the situation. This relationship convinced me of intimacy which 
was a dimension missing in my life that I really had to explore. 

From ages 38 to 40, Pat was transferred to a team ministry parish assignment 

which he liked. He now began to think seriously of the direction of his 

relationship with Monica. He became uneasy with the social restrictions placed 

on his relationship because of his priestly commitment. When he was age 38, 

he and Monica terminated their relationship. Monica decided to remain as a 

religious sister, and her decision initiated a personal transition in Pat as he now 

began to re-evaluate his commitments. He believed that he could continue his 

relationship with Monica if he remained in the priesthood, but he found 

frustrations in that kind of a relationship. He said, "My needs and my demands 
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were such that they weren't even being fulfilled in that relationship. I wanted to 

be honest about it and not hide." Pat felt that his relationship with Monica was 

"irresponsible" since he was a priest, and he re-assessed his life as he did not 

want to lie to himself or to others. He entered therapy at the age of 38 to help 

him resolve his feelings and conflicts. 

His father died when Pat was 39. Pat did not think that his father's death 

influenced him to leave the priesthood or precipitated any sense of personal 

mortality in him: 

My father was kind of aware I was leaving. The effect of his death 
was minimal. He wanted me to be happy. He was aware of my 
struggles. I would have felt comfortable with him if I remained or 
left. I did not experience any noticeable sense of personal 
mortality when my father died. 

The Decision To Leave: From ages 38 to 40, Pat reviewed his promises to 

the priesthood and to celibacy. He was in a dilemma. He reported, "And it also 

led me to believe the only way I really was going to be happy was to make a 

choice, one or the other, as I couldn't live two lives." With the support of therapy 

which gave him "the courage to face the issues" and of colleagues and lay 

friends who provided emotional support, he considered leaving the priesthood: 

All along the way, there were people that were aware of what was 
happening in my life, and people that I trusted, so that they knew 
what was going on with me. I was very fortunate in that they were 
people that I could talk with that were religious like myself or lay 
people who were very sympathetic or who certainly challenged 
me on certain areas but who basically accepted who I was and 
helped me work it through. So I've been fortunate in what 
happened in terms of the people I have met along the way that 
didn't create any sense of guilt but helped me face what I was 
doing and grow through it. 

Thus, it was at the age of 40 after being in conflict for ten years and after 

ministering as a priest for fifteen years that he left. Although Pat decided to 

leave during his team ministry assignment, he did not officially leave until a few 
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months later after returning to complete his doctorate with the approval of his 

religious superior. 

Pat left the priestly life because he was essentially unhappy with the 

commitment of celibacy. He believed also that his European exposure and his 

relationship with Monica contributed to his decision to leave: 

I have been unhappy for a long time, and I left because of several 
factors: first, it was intimacy plus the social environment that 
allowed me to explore intimacy more; second, the involvement 
with {Monica}; and third, the intellectual climate and ecclesiastical 
climate. I think the whole climate I was in certainly led me to re­
evaluate what I was doing, and the issue of leaving became more 
prominent. 

Pat's principal reason for leaving was to be free to marry: 

The predominant reason was simply I wanted to get married and 
share my life with someone. You couldn't minister as a priest and 
be married. It's that simple. I personally felt I had to explore my 
sexuality in a much more honest environment. For me, I believed 
psychologically that my growth and wholeness would take place in 
a relationship, in a marriage situation, in a community situation. I 
did not leave to get married to one particular person. I left in effect 
to get married ultimately. I wanted to have marriage as a real 
option and to be able to express and to explore my sexuality in an 
honest way. 

Pat believed that his advancing chronological age was not a conscious or 

pressurizing factor in his decision to leave, but it may have been a "subliminal 

influence." He was interested in fathering children. He stated, "I suppose in the 

background I wanted a child. Getting older was not a pressure, however." Also , 

he realized that his advancing age would be a problem in finding a job in the 

competitive secular world. Of his life between ages 33 and 40, he remarked, 

"That was a period of cumulative growth, but it prompted experiences that 

provoked questioning and was somewhat unstable with some stable peaks." 

Pat felt that his commitment to celibacy at ordination was made with little 

knowledge or with minimal experience of what such a promise really involved: 
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I think externally the fact of actually falling in love with somebody 
was a very powerful experience where you have to jump in and 
can't deny it. You come to terms with it. Based on that experience, 
I asked, "Can I honestly reintegrate my commitment or re-examine 
it within my own life and be happy with it?" It's an interesting 
theoretical question. I think what I came to terms with was that I 
made a decision at ordination about a very important aspect of my 
life, namely, celibacy with minimal experience or self-analysis 
about myself. 

On the other hand, Pat believed that his optional commitment to marriage for 

the future is based on self-analysis and personal experience unlike his 

commitment to celibacy at ordination time: 

I think it would be something different if say after having left, I 
decided to go back in and say, 'Look, I still want to remain 
celibate.' And then to change your mind is different because then 
you have looked at it maturely, you kind of know yourself, and the 
self-analysis on which you are basing your decision is more 
complete. And then, after two or three years after that, your asking 
to leave would be different ethically, emotionally, and 
psychologically. 

Life After Leaving: Pat's family accepted his decision to leave and 

supported him. His mother was disappointed but primarily was concerned with 

her son's happiness. Other family members were also supportive. He 

contrasted the social climate of a man leaving the institutional priesthood during 

the pre-Vatican II period with his departure during the post-Vatican II period: 

With Vatican II, the climate changed because it was more socially 
acceptable to begin to be public about all those questions you had 
doubt with and didn't believe ... The social climate before Vatican 
II would have made us ostracized ... Now it is OK to say and do 
things, and you are no longer considered a bad person. You 
know the whole thing about being a fallen priest or an ex-priest 
socially or psychologically had a different weight to it before 
Vatican II. So I think that is probably an external feature. Today, I 
imagine that there are some people who feel that you are a Judas 
or a traitor, but I just have not experienced that. 

Pat considers his leaving the institutional priesthood as a moral issue 

because he broke a commitment: 
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I consider my leaving the priesthood as a moral issue. I think so in 
the sense it still is. I think you ask yourself, "What does 
commitment really mean?" I mean that it really comes down to 
commitment. .. You are asking people to stay in marriages 
sometime when they are tough and to bite the bullets and struggle 
with it. Yet, what about my commitment? So you are being 
dishonest with yourself in your own values. I think it's something I 
had to work with over ten years of time. 

In answering whether he still considers himself a priest today, Pat declared, 

"That is a hard and interesting question. I think the theological basis of saying 

'you are a priest forever' is going to be radically overturned; yet, at the same 

time, well, I don't know." He shared two theologies of priesthood (ministry) 

which interpret its essence differently. In the traditional and official 

interpretation of the Church, once a man is ordained a priest, he remains a 

priest forever: 

.According to the first theology, the traditional one, once ordained a 
priest, you remain a priest forever. Whatever I think is irrespected, 
it makes no difference, something happened to me at ordination 
that I can't undo. So that whether I think I am or not, I still am a 
priest according to the old theology. Ordination involves an 
indelible seal on the man forever. Today, the Church believes in 
this traditional theology of once a priest, always a priest. 

In the second theology of priesthood, a newer one, the essence of priesthood 

is not individual-oriented but community-oriented: 

According to the second theology, a newer one, character is not 
indelible in the same sense that people meant it before in the old 
sense "regardless of what you did, you are always a priest." In this 
newer theology, character somehow or other involves a real 
personal relationship, a living relationship; then, if one party in the 
relationship, namely, the human being breaks away from the 
community or breaks away from that relationship with God, the 
character no longer exists. I guess what they are trying to deal 
much more with is the whole meaning of what it means to be a 
person, a person within community, and how we understand that. 

Pat currently works in a technical occupation but expects to enter the human 

services' field in the future: 
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I wanted to jump into something completely different from what I 
was in the priesthood to get a point of contrast for what I was 
doing. But I'll probably get back into the human services area in 
the future. 

Pat is actively dating women today and wants marriage. He has not applied 

for dispensation yet, but he will probably initiate a petition for dispensation in 

the future. He misses the priesthood as far as what he could do functionally in 

that vocation and misses some of his friends he made during his priesthood 

although he is maintaining relationships with some. 

Although he was somewhat aware of the aging process when he left the 

priesthood, he has not experienced any other sense of aging until recently 

when his employers evaluated his work in the light of his advancing age. He 

does not feel old even though he is being evaluated and responded to 

accordingly. Pat is aware of his personal mortality, but such awareness has 

been minimal and has not been a concern in his life at all. He uttered, "When I 

was age 39, my father died, and I did not experience any noticeable sense of 

personal mortality then." He further added, "Today, I have not been pressed 

with a sense of mortality. I realize I am aware of mortality, but it is not any great 

concern." 

3. NlQL 

Nick was the only resignee interviewed totally via the telephone. He was 

a willing participant in this study, but he preferred not to be interviewed or tape 

recorded. Consequently, the researcher telephoned him numerous times for a 

total of more than four hours and recorded notes. Nick conversed readily and 

openly. He introduced the writer to the concept of a bi-vocation when Nick 

explained that he has two vocations, one to the priesthood, and one to 

marriage. He considers himself a married priest. His life represents Levinson's 

sequence of "Advancement Which Itself Produces a Change in Life Structure." 
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His dealing with the issue of intimacy, however, occurred later than the novice 

phase reported by Levinson. 

Background Information: Nick was the eldest of three children. As a boy, he 

never ministered as an altar boy. Of his emotional life, he said: "I had a 

restricted emotional life. I was unemotional as a person. I was not a deep 

relationship person at first. I developed emotionally later in life." 

Nick attended Catholic schools up to and including high school. He then 

entered a Catholic college where he studied for three years before deciding to 

enter a religious order seminary at the age of 20, during the pre-Vatican II 

period. His vocation to the priesthood was nourished by "a grammar school 

religious sister, who was somewhat of a second mother," and by "a priest at the 

Catholic college" he attended. He considered both of them as God's models to 

emulate. Of the priest whom Nick admired, he responded, "I wanted to be a 

priest like him. I idolized and identified with him. I wanted to be the kind of 

priest he was." His parents did not push him to enter the seminary. They were 

pleased with his decision, but they really didn't mentor the specific religious 

order he selected. He had had little experience in dating when he entered the 

seminary. He did see one girl, but they dated for companionship since both 

knew he had decided to become a priest. 

Ordination and Priestly Ministry: Although Nick today believes strongly in 

the process of responsible decision-making, he did not feel that his sheltered 

seminary formation prepared him for responsible and informed decision-making 

as a priest. 

Nick was ordained a priest at the age of 26 during the pre-Vatican II period. 

He was engrossed in his studying and was happy to be a priest. After 

ordination, he completed his studies and earned a master's degree in theology. 
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For the next two years, from ages 27 to 29, he taught religion at a diocesan high 

school, and for the next seven years, from ages 29 to 36, he ministered as a 

seminary professor and taught various subjects at different times. At the same 

time, he was assigned as a pastor to two mission churches. Having enjoyed his 

priestly life from age 26 to 36. Nick remarked, "I taught in the seminary and 

lectured. I was busy. I had a peaceful life and the life was enthusiastic and 

narrow. No personal difficulties. No doubts. Being a busy priest and enjoying 

it." Nick thought he had found his "niche" as a seminary professor. 

From age 36 to 39, a change occurred in his life as the spirit of Vatican II was 

being implemented. At age 36, he was promoted to an administrative position in 

a large metropolitan city whose milieu influenced him and began to change 

him: 

When I was assigned as an administrator and went to live in the 
large city, it was during the end of Vatican II. I found a new world 
in the city which was the opposite of my sheltered seminary life. I 
expanded my mind and thinking. 

By the end of his thirties, he was beginning to break through his feelings 

somewhat, to discover them. He lived in an apartment with a couple of other 

priests. He was now more open in a liberal milieu influenced by Vatican II. 

He asserted, .. Intellectually, I was more open; emotionally, I was still unopen but 

_ ·as -changing. I felt attraction to people, to women more now, but I could 

handle it, and I didn't act on it." Between age 36 and 39, he became conscious 

of internal changes and psychosocial growth and development: 

This period was one of intellectual expansion and slow emotional 
_, breakthrough. It was not a smooth period, but stimulating and 

provoking. Stable in the sense that the ship didn't fall apart. I was 
now feeling things. 

From age 39 to 47, he was assigned another administrative position. He 

also became a retreat master who travelled and gave retreats. The experience 
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of relating to others opened him to the search for relationships: 

I was a workaholic. I was a happy priest. But from age 44, the 
ability to establish relationships became important. I was 
encouraging others to form relationships, and this assignment 
caused me to think of things I never thought of before. I was 
conservative previously. But here, I lived with some priests who 
were stimulating and caused me to think a lot. I was especially 
influenced by marriage encounters where I became friendly with 
the retreatents who participated. I met my wife-to-be {Heather} 
when I was 39, but we developed a personal relationship later. 

With his new priority of establishing personal relationships, Nick and 

Heather, who ministered together, developed a personal relationship which 

was in the open and which was allowed to develop. Nick's religious superior 

believed in helping them face the challenges of their emotional awakening and 

their new personal relationship. By his openness, he helped them understand, 

accept, and integrate their newly emerging emotions and identities. In his 

relationship with Heather, Nick discovered a neglected part of his self: 

There was intimacy in our relationship. We got to know each other. 
I found feelings I never felt before and felt somewhat confused by 
the expression of previously suppressed feelings. I was always in 
control of my feelings previously. 

Nick had to struggle through his feelings. From age 42 onward, his personal 

relationship with Heather initiated a personal re-evaluation, the Mid-life 

Transition, and he experienced a conflict between "the head that ruled so well 

and the emotions that were seeking expression." He felt that he had passed 

through a mid-life crisis, and he asked, "What do I want ahead?" He did not feel 

overwhelmingly guilty about the relationship. His personal development to this 

point had reached a point where he "wanted more out of life" than a celibate 

priesthood. He loved the priesthood, but he began to dislike celibacy. He 

wanted to experience his feelings in an open relationship. 

Re-Evaluation of Priestly Commitment: After Heather struggled with her 
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religious commitment and decided to leave when Nick was 44, her leaving 

triggered a re-evaluation within Nick of his own commitments. At age 47, he 

obtained therapy to seek the freedom to make a decision, "to leave the 

institutional priesthood or not to leave": 

I was using therapy to help me say what I was going to do. I 
wanted someone to tell me it was all right. The process was a 
breaking through of an emotional life that had been repressed. In 
therapy, I found out that I was 'emotionally immature.' 

Therapy helped him to gain insight into himself and to develop 

psychosocially. He further introspected about his future as a group participant. 

He reported, "I attended a retreat with Protestant ministers and their wives. This 

experience helped me to reflect.'' During this same time, Nick was being 

confronted by Heather to make a decision. Consequently, he identified his 

years from 45 to 47 as a "period of emotional breakthrough through decision­

making." 

The Decision To Leave: After eight months of therapy, Nick decided to leave 

the institutional priesthood at the age of 47. He left after one year of conflict and 

after ministering as a priest for 21 years. He especially thought about the effects 

of his leaving on his parents, particularly his mother. He experienced a sense 

of aging and was hoping he would have as many years with his wife as he had 

as a priest. He did not leave to become a father, however, because he felt that 

he was "too old to bring up children." Intellectually, he experienced the 

beginning of a personal sense of mortality. He declared, "Intellectually, I came 

to realize my own mortality. I said that I wanted the second half of my life to be 

richer than the first. I didn't think I was dying, but I knew I wouldn't live forever.'' 

An even keener sense of personal mortality came at the age of 56 when a close 

family member died. 

Nick left the active institutional ministry to marry Heather and to develop more 
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fully as a human being: 

First, I fell in love with a woman and left the active priesthood to 
marry her. I would have chosen to have both priesthood and 
marriage if I could. I was happy as a priest. I believed I had a 
vocation to the priesthood and to marriage. I have a bi-vocation. 
Second, I wanted a more developing life than priesthood alone. I 
wanted an intimate relationship and marriage. 

Life After Leaving: Before he officially left, Nick lived alone for a year to 

become adjusted to supporting and taking care of a home. He experienced 

difficulty in his transition from a priest to a lay person. He was unable to find a 

job until eight months after he left. He finally found a job in the human services 

field. While job hunting, he was supported emotionally by his parents and 

Heather at that time. He found the experience "painful" but "good in some 

ways." He married at the age of 48. Numerous priests concelebrated a Mass at 

his wedding. 

To explain his bi-vocation to the priesthood and to marriage, Nick used the 

example of a priest, Father Ralph de Bricassart, a character from the book and 

the television mini-series, "The Thorn Birds": 

In 'The Thorn Birds," there is an example of a priest's conflict 
between a woman and God. The conflict demonstrated a man's 
cover-up for his own priestly ambition. The woman, Meggie, 
helped him decide if he stayed or left. The priest was doing what 
he was trained to do from his seminary days: to see the conflict as 
a choice between a woman and God. God used Meggie to help 
the priest make a decision to leave. The call to make a decision is 
always there. Father de Bricassart didn't want to give up his 
priestly status. He did not try to put the woman and God together. 
I did in my life. I felt that God brought my wife into my life. She 
prompted me to make a decision. I wanted both marriage and the 
priesthood and integrated both. 

Nick sees no conflict between priesthood and marriage and believes that a 

priest falls in love as a man and not as a priest: 

Sometimes, priesthood is considered the antithesis of marriage. I 
saw no contradiction with the holiness of priesthood and marriage. 
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It is difficult for a priest to say, "I want to leave to marry a woman" 
since a priest doesn't fall in love as a priest but as a man. A priest 
must accept his manhood to fall in love. If a man is to be a priest, 
he must first be a man which will determine what kind of priest he 
will be. 

Nick is dispensed by Rome and considers himself a married priest who "is a 

priest forever according to the order of Melchisedech" theologically. He 

believes that his self-perceptions have changed during the process of leaving: 

For the first three or four years after leaving, I was still identifying 
myself as a priest. Now, I don't. I am in a different stage of 
development. In the process of leaving, the perceptions change. 
What was important before, is not now, and vice versa. For 
example, I didn't think much of having children, but now, I do, and I 
have become closer to my parents. 

Nick believed that his leaving the institutional priesthood was a moral issue 

and that his decision was a good one: 

I believe my leaving was a moral issue, not in the sense of "moral 
versus immoral," but in the sense it involved a change of lifestyle 
that had moral repercussions. I didn't feel guilty about my decision 
because nobody made me feel guilty and because I did everything 
within an open religious community. I feel good about my decision 
but feel angry after I realized what I gave up in the priesthood. I 
feel more at peace now and can release my anger. I feel some 
anger that my emotional life was suppressed for so long. 

Nick experienced the change from an exalted priestly status to the lay status 

and especially found a moral challenge regarding the male-female relationship. 

According to him, a priest is placed within a privileged clerical status, but when 

he leaves the priesthood, he has to give up the clerical status and has to 

change his thinking regarding relationships with others, especially women. He 

maintained, "Leaving has been a great learning experience. Basically, after 25 

years of living one way, you have a new challenge to how you think of women. 

see them now as equal." 

Although he experienced a sense of personal aging and mortality when he 

left at age 47, he encountered those processes more fully at age 56 when a 
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close relative died. He said, "A death in the family recently hit me like the 

Challenger shuttle disaster regarding my mortality and my wife's mortality." 

When he ministered as a priest, he believed that his minimal experience with 

personal mortality was a result of his being engrossed in his ministry. His 

experiencing success and satisfaction as a priest prevented him from thinking 

about his own mortality. 

Regarding his decision to leave, Nick reported, "The ability to make the 

change from priesthood to the lay state is one thing. The comfortability of the 

decision is another." Since leaving, his middle adulthood journey has included 

some ups and downs: 

We have no children. We would love to have kids. We have to 
deal with family conflicts. We wish we had more. We have one 
another, and that is plenty. Both of us were active in the Church, 
but now, we don't like what's happening so we go to another 
parish. Before, we accepted things and held in our anger. Today, 
we release it. 

Fred was interviewed at his home. His wife, Flora, and children were 

introduced to this researcher. During the interview which occurred in the living 

room, the other family members remained in the kitchen. At the conclusion of 

the dialogue, Fred and his wife invited the interviewer to remain for some 

dessert. Fred was a very capable person who was articulate. He was friendly 

and spontaneously shared his adult life as a priest with this interviewer. He was 

very interested in the dissertation project and volunteered to help. He 

introduced the concept of the fullness of the decision-making process which 

involves both the right inner time and the right outer time for making a decision. 

His life was principally one of relative stability as he was very happy as a 

priest and he experienced minimal re-evaluation or questioning of his life until 

later in life. An initial questioning of intimacy occurred in his late thirties. In his 
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life from age 45 onward, he began questioning from a serious nature. He first 

thought of leaving the priesthood at the age of 49 and actually left at the age at 

50 to marry Flora. His adult life represents Levinson's theory in some respects 

but not in aspects of age-linked developmental periods. He dealt with some of 

the developmental tasks later than reported by Levinson. 

Background Information: Fred was the youngest child in his family. He was 

an altar boy and attended Catholic schools and later graduated from a Catholic 

college before entering the seminary at the age of 21. He believed that his 

vocation to the priesthood was somewhat influenced by the priests at the 

university who taught him philosophy which he enjoyed very much. He didn't 

enter the seminary for a particular reason like most men but entered with an 

open mind as to his choice of ministry. He said, "I really didn't know what I 

wanted to be in terms of priesthood but I selected a religious order that had a 

variety of ways of implementing the priesthood." He added: 

The priesthood was something I wanted. It was something that 
came very much in terms of the priests who taught me in college 
and the Catholic Action Movement at the time. I was brought up 
with the Catholic Action Movement and caught up philosophically 
and conceptually in understanding the realization that God is 
personal. It wasn't just a big force or an idea or anything like that. 
The realization at that point in my life through philosophy was that 
God is a personal God and that the love, His love for me, is 
personal, and what was I going to do about it? How do I answer to 
it? 

Fred's parents supported his decision to enter the seminary by giving him 

"ultimate freedom" to make a decision. They wanted him to be happy, and their 

son's choice of vocation made sense to them. They demonstrated the ambiguity 

of many parents who want their son to become a priest, on the one hand, but 

find it difficult to separate from him, on the other hand. Fred stated, "My parents 

kept saying while I was there in the seminary many times 'any time you want to 

make a decision to leave, please come home.'" 
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Ordination and Priestly Ministry: Fred entered the seminary during the pre­

Vatican II period. Consequently, he experienced the customary disciplined and 

structured religious formation characteristic of that period. He was ordained at 

the age of 30 somewhat prior to the sessions of Vatican II. He was happy at his 

ordination and felt that this time was a period of anticipation for him. After 

ordination, he was assigned to a church in a downtown urban area for a year, 

and then, as a teacher from age 31 to 34. After pursuing further studies at a 

state university from age 34 to 36, Fred decided to pursue doctoral studies in 

theology at a European Catholic university. Up to the time that he left to pursue 

graduate studies in Europe, his life was one of relative stability with little 

questioning. As a doctoral student from ages 36 to 41, however, the seeds for 

later questioning and re-evaluating his commitments were planted: 

I studied at a Catholic university in Europe. The experience was 
very open. It was a liberal theological Catholic university. I was 
influenced here in my thinking. This university is not like the 
Catholic University in Rome where the content of what was taught 
was scrutinized and controlled by the Church. 

Although Fred was influenced in his thinking at this time, he believed that his 

questioning of priestly life and the Church was brief, transient, and manageable. 

He felt he did not engage in any serious questioning until he felt "burnout," 

especially from age 48 to 50. Even as he approached age 40, however, he 

saw some problems with loneliness and intimacy, but he engrossed himself in 

his ministry, and those psychosocial issues were not serious problems at the 

time. Of his life from age 33 to 40, he reported, "It was a fairly good period." 

At the age of 42, Fred completed his European doctoral program in theology. 

As part of his requirements for graduation, he wrote a thesis that helped him 

later to re-evaluate his commitments to the priesthood and celibacy: 

I did a thesis and that's helped me. I've used it in relationship to 
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developmental theory. I worked this thing, and that was part of my 
growth here toward my decision to leave later. Nor did I choose my 
topic because I was making a decision on leaving, but it certainly 
was an asset and a support to clarify for me my own thinking. 

Fred's thesis gave him a theological framework in which to leave the priesthood 

at the age of 50. He was also influenced by Rahner's theoretical framework in 

terms of changing and becoming. 

Then, as a theologian, at the age of 42, he returned to the United States to 

become a professor of theology in an open seminary. After some years of 

teaching theology, he began gradually to re-evaluate his own thinking and to 

question the Church's theology especially in the area of sexuality and birth 

control. Fred became influenced by the behavioral sciences: 

I saw the Church wasn't going to change the whole area of 
sexuality and birth control. It was negative. I got more and more 
involved with the behavioral sciences. Many of the things of the 
behavioral sciences made sense to me. I found them at odds with 
some of the attitudes of churchmen and bishops. Basically, the 
Church was changing because of Vatican II, but somehow its 
structures have remained the same and still separates itself from 
the world. I had problems with that isolation. 

Fred's teaching experiences helped him discover that he was searching for 

intimacy: 

There has been an increasing fear in me of a new intimacy. I think 
it started, my interest in sexuality, after a very long study on it. 
Teaching it, looking at those areas, I think that it was an indicator 
of a search for intimacy and real inside development. I wasn't fu lly 
aware of it at the time. 

Of the period of his life between age 40 and 45, he remarked, "Fairly good. It 

involved a lot of work. I was engrossed in my ministry. It was stable because I 

was busy." He did not experience any personal sense of aging or mortality at 

this time. 

After a few years, he was assigned to an important administrative position 

from ages 44 to 50. Influenced by the spirit of Vatican II and his liberal 
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philosophy, Fred introduced freedom and responsibility in his new position: 

I did a good job changing the place from an authoritarian place to 
one where people could grow in freedom and responsibility. It was 
a great accomplishment. I'm very proud of it. And a lot of people 
would probably say well, I told you [Fred] was going to leave if this 
is what he was doing basically. In other words, it's almost like if 
you have great freedom and maturation, then somehow you are 
going to have to leave, because you can't stay in that structure. 
That may be true at some point. 

Fred did not experience interpersonal fulfillment in his religious community 

even though he felt that he was living in a very good community: 

The environment I was living in was a very good community. They 
kept striving and working toward better human relationships. I 
could see you could get so far; it wasn't enough to satisfy me. The 
thing that holds most that I saw in my community years was I had 
job satisfaction where I worked. There's only a certain level of 
degree of love and understanding in relationships that can be 
achieved in religious life. And if you're looking for something 
beyond that, and there is something beyond that, you are not 
going to get it. It'll cause you to reconsider your decision in the 
priesthood. 

During his administrative tenure, Fred was offered a higher position in his 

religious order but refused it. He declared, "Your life is not your own. I know the 

fluff and the falderol of it and that's not where my needs are." He also refused 

the position because he was rebuilding the structure of his current 

administrative position, and he felt a commitment and responsibility to the 

people there. He did not want to leave midstream but wanted to follow through 

what he had started. Even though he was happy as a priest, it was, at this time, 

that he began questioning from a more serious nature. 

Re-Evaluation of Priestly Commitment: At the age of 48, Fred met his future 

wife, Flora. He discovered a new and rewarding personal kind of relationship 

with her that initiated a personal transition in him: 

I established a relationship with a woman. I began to see the 
importance of that relationship, what it was doing for me, and also 
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a problem developed in terms of you couldn't have both. You had 
to either live with this religious community and celibacy, or make a 
change. That's the way I saw it. They go in different directions as 
far as human needs are concerned. At the age of 49, I began to 
think of leaving. 

Fred also had been reading influential books· on priests who had left the 

priesthood and was very surprised to discover well-known and respected 

priests who were leaving. When Charles Davis, Bernard Cooke, and Robert 

Johann left, he said, "0 my God, what's going on? These men were esteemed 

priests, and they left!" He further added, "Their leaving certainly must have had 

an effect on my decision to leave later but not in any immediate conscious way." 

Of his life from ages 45 to 50, he maintained, "Not really any transition period. 

was happy as a priest." 

The Decision To Leave 

After being in conflict for over one year and after ministering as a priest for 20 

years, Fred decided to leave the institutional priesthood. He obtained therapy to 

help him make his decision. His decision was not a faith crisis and was difficult 

for him, but he felt that it was the right inner and outer time to make the decision: 

The basic reason for my decision was marriage. I left to marry a 
specific woman. This was a culmination of a relationship that 
deepened and developed in a little over a year. It was a very 
difficult decision because for my own background, I was very 
happy and successful as a priest. I didn't leave because of 
discontent or unhappiness. I was relatively happy; I had a good 
career going. I was good as a priest; I enjoyed it. And so the 
decision to leave and marry was hard. My fiancee gave me the 
freedom to make the decision. This was the right time for me, the 
right inner time and the right outer time. The right inner and the 
right outer time to make a decision are not necessarily 
simultaneous in time, but for me, they were. I decided I was going 
to own my own life whenever and wherever I want. 

Life After Leaving 

Fred's decision to leave was not, he believed, an irrational decision, 

untenable theologically, but it was based on Rahner's theoretical framework of 
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"changing and becoming." In that decision, he felt real pain in leaving the "real , 

intelligent, sensitive, loving people" in his life who would no longer be in his life. 

He especially was hurt when he left young men who considered him a role 

model as a priest. His parents were deceased when he left. He married the 

same year that he left the priesthood, later fathered children (although his 

reasons for leaving did not include fatherhood). About his decision to leave, he 

said: 

My decision to leave was recent and was not a result of 
unhappiness for many years. I never thought I would make that 
kind of decision. I've been very happy with that decision and 
things have been going along well. 

Fred experienced a difficult adjustment after leaving: 

It was a tough adjustment. I had been a priest for 20 years. 
Coming into the lay world like this, the job search, the adjustment, 
it is taking me longer than I thought. It.'s fine now. My faith, in one 
sense, is more integrated. 

Fred encountered difficulty in finding a job in a Catholic teaching institution 

because he was an "ex-priest." He reported also that he became conscious of 

aging for the first time after leaving the priesthood: 

Aging began when I got out at age 50. It became a factor in my not 
getting a job. I am now more aware of the aging process through 
my children. As a priest, I never felt old. I was totally involved in 
what I was doing. I immersed myself in life experiences. 

Although Fred and Flora became parents biologically at an older age than 

most people, psychologically Fred feels that they are much younger. He is 

happy with his children, and he experiences satisfaction in enjoying them. 

Unlike his awareness of the aging process, he has not experienced any sense 

of personal mortality: 

I experienced no sense of mortality or death at all as a priest. I 
have not even felt it now. As a priest, I was too busy to think of 
mortality. Today, I am too engrossed in raising my children. 
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Mortality is not in my consciousness. 

When Fred attempted to be accepted by his diocese after he left, he was 

rebuffed and feels hurt by this "cutting off." Although he realizes that it is part of 

the adjustment problem, he feels as if he is in "the out-group." He believes that 

the diocese's philosophy is geared as "you left us and you said that you would 

be a priest forever." 

Fred, at first, did not consider his leaving the institutional priesthood as a 

moral issue although he considered that his decision had some moral 

dimensions to it. Since he was in an administrative position fairly high in his 

religious order and was responsible for numerous individuals, he was 

concerned with the effects of his decision on others. He remarked, "What about 

my responsibility? How much effect would this have on other people?" He 

also encountered some guilt feelings for his decision but "not of any enormous 

nature." Of other moral aspects of his decision, he later recognized his leaving, 

as not only having moral dimensions to it, but also as being a moral issue when 

he stated "It was a moral issue in the sense I was leaving a good (the 

priesthood) for a greater good (love and intimacy with a woman that I was in 

love with). This was a choice of values." 

Fred does not consider himself a priest any longer theologically or 

psychologically and does not want to minister actively again: 

I don't feel that I am a priest in terms of institution. In other words, 
I'm not in the Church's institution and an official public minister, a 
priest. I am a lay person with an increased awareness of my 
development of a lot of priestly qualities from my ministerial 
service, abilities that are a part of me that I take for granted at this 
point. 

Neither has he applied for dispensation because "you have to somehow say 

that at the time of your ordination you were incompetent and didn't really know 

what you were doing. But I knew what I was doing." He feels no anger at the 
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Church today and expresses recognition of the Church's strengths and 

weaknesses as well as its human dimension as an organization. 

Fred today is committed to fulfilling the immediate needs of his family. He 

states, "There are just too many immediate needs now: children, marriage, 

leaving, the work, the job search was difficult, finding out what I wanted to do 

and where." He is socializing his children in the Catholic faith which is very 

important to him. He works in a human services field today. 

In the next chapter, after a discussion of the findings of the thematic analysis 

reported in Chapter V of this study, a discussion of the findings of the 

developmental analysis of all sixteen resignees will be reviewed by relating the 

adult lives of all the men in this study to Levinson's reported developmental 

tasks. 



CHAPTER VII 

DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 

This chapter will discuss the findings through two separate lenses, one 

thematic and the other developmental. The first offers a synthesis of the 

thematic analysis already reported in Chapter V of this dissertation focusing on 

Vatican II (1962-1965), a significant external life event which precipitated 

transitions in the Church. Then, a developmental synthesis applying Levinson's 

theory will be reported. 

Synthesis of the Thematic Analysis 

As discussed in Chapter V, several thematic findings were reported. They 

included various reasons why the men left the priesthood. Common themes 

encompassed multiple reasons for leaving: love for a particular woman; 

loneliness, intimacy, and sexuality; celibacy and marriage; dissatisfaction with 

Church and/or religious order or diocesan living; and the search for freedom 

and autonomy. 

All sixteen men entered the seminary during the pre-Vatican II period. Seven 

were ordained during the pre-Vatican II period, six were ordained during the 

sessions of Vatican II, and three were ordained during the post-Vatican II 

period. A synthesis of the thematic findings of this study involves an 

understanding of both Catholic life and the priesthood prior to and after Vatican 

II. 

The Pre-Vatican II Period 

During the pre-Vatican II period, Catholics had a defined identity which could 

be recognized by both Catholics and non-Catholics alike. Catholics were 

expected to internalize the precepts of the Church and to live their lives in 

accordance with them. They believed that the Church was the representative of 
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God on earth and consequently whatever the Church taught was immutable. 

The Church was the arbiter of antithetical group claims, and Catholics turned to 

the Church for resolving moral dilemmas. 

Self-denial and sacrifice were the standards for Catholics who internalized 

the doctrine of the cross. Feelings and sexuality had to be suppressed. 

Although the concept of "man as a rational animal" was the norm, there was 

little freedom to make decisions since the Church told Catholics what to believe. 

Independent thought was more likely to lead to guilt for having transgressed 

against God or the Church. Punishment for sins was stressed as well as an 

image of God as a punisher. 

Naturally, personal growth and development as well as personal 

actualization were not encouraged. Rather, they were suspended or delayed 

through identification with the teachings of the Church which stressed "man as a 

rational animal." Pride in self, considered a temptation from the devil, was 

discouraged, and Catholics were expected to accept positive or negative life 

events with "resignation" since the events were to be interpreted as manifesting 

the will of God. This Catholic religious community was a closely knit 

organization which united with the Catholic family to form a symbiotic union that 

socialized its children into defined Catholic identities. 

One could easily recognize "practicing Catholics" or "good Catholics" 

through their living example. These were the Catholics who participated in the 

daily Holy Sacrifice of the Mass; bowed their heads in reverence after receiving 

Jesus Christ in Holy Communion; fasted, abstained, and sacrificed during the 

holy season of Lent; abstained from eating meat on Fridays; fasted from 

midnight to the time when they would receive Holy Communion later; were 

somber and serious in Church; refrained from mixed marriages; ceased from 



204 

reading books identified on the Church's Index; and refrained from membership 

in Masonic Lodges or the YMCA. 

All the men in this study entered the seminary during these pre-Vatican II 

times and internalized the Church's teachings and its practices. They knew 

their Catholic identities and knew who Catholic priests were expected to be in 

their defined roles. In response to their callings, the men were searching for the 

type of priest exemplified and greatly respected during the pre-Vatican II period. 

This priest's identity at that time was principally cultic. According to Sammon 

(1983), the priest performed the sacred mysteries within the Church's structures 

and related to the people only in his sacramental role. 

This priest was detached from the earthly world and was considered 

somewhat superhuman and extraordinary. He was significantly respected for 

the permanent "character'' of priesthood bestowed on him at ordination where 

he was "raised to the clerical state." His "committed celibacy," however, was the 

primary factor that separated him from others and that segregated him from the 

world. He lived in an "ivory tower," isolated from interpersonal relationships. As 

reported by Kennedy & Heckler (1971 ), many of these priests were considered 

"psychologically underdeveloped," their lives having been shaped by the 

expectations of others rather than by self-discovery. They lost their personal 

identities, and consequently experienced very few, if any, intimate relationships 

with men and women. Having had to repress both their feelings and their 

human sexuality, they were not fulfilled as either human persons or as men. 

Vatjcan II and Its Effects On The Men In This Study 

When Vatican II (1962-1965) convened and subsequently implemented, it 

changed the direction of the Church which became a Church seeking relevance 

in a world it had detached itself from earlier. Influenced, in some degree, by the 
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broader international milieu of humanism, existentialism, the sexual revolution 

which questioned the traditional �r�~�l�i�g�i�o�u�s� practice of celibacy and chastity, the 

self-development ethic, and the group protests of the 1960's, the Church 

opened its windows and doors to change and continued this spirit of renewal 

during the post-Vatican II period. For the first time, many practices of pre­

Vatican II Catholicism were changed and/or eliminated, and Catholics were 

informed to make responsible decisions on their own. The importance of 

forming a responsible personal conscience was stressed. In other words, the 

Church no longer told Catholics what to believe but was encouraging mature 

decision-making through critical thinking and through informed consent. 

This change threw many members of the Church into a state of confusion 

and conflict. Catholics were dislodged from a sense of security in knowing 

exactly what to believe and thrust into encountering a sense of insecurity and 

doubt. 

Transitions: Significant Effects of Vatican II For Men In This Study 

Vatican II created transitions for the Church, the religious orders and 

congregations, and the ordained priesthood as well as for each individual 

Catholic. And, of course, it had direct effects on the resignees in this study. As 

in any period of self-renewal, the transitions created by Vatican II included three 

phases as reported by Sammon (1983): (1) an ending where Catholics let go of 

particular practices; (2) a period of darkness, of exploration, an "up-in-the-air'' 

crisis-aspect which is the middle phase of a transition; and (3) a new beginning 

such as when the Catholic Bishops convened a synod in Rome in November of 

1985 and made recommendations signaling the possible end of "individualistic 

Catholicism" of the post-Vatican II period. Because transitions involve periods of 

"disorientation and reorientation" as well as periods of self-renewal which 
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function as turning points in subsequent personal growth and development, the 

men, in this study, in many ways, were drawn to a re-evaluation of their 

commitments. They began making decisions to seek experiences that would 

stimulate the personal growth and development which had been discouraged 

during the pre-Vatican II period. 

During the pre-Vatican II period, the resignees in this study had internalized 

the career ethic of sacrificing their personal growth and development for the 

sake of the will of the Church and for the sake of identities defined by the 

Church. During the Vatican II period, however, and especially later, they 

internalized the self-development ethic by seeking self-actualization and by 

creating and constructing their own personal identities. For the first time in their 

lives, they now began to question their lives and commitments since the Church 

and the broader milieu were encouraging self-evaluation, self-re-evaluation, 

and self-renewal. 

Sammon (1983), who discussed "growing pains in ministry," reported the 

importance of the self-development ethic in the lives of Catholics during the 

post-Vatican II period. He stated, "The new social character evolving today is 

more oriented to the self and its expression than to craft, enterprise, career, or 

institution" (p. 78). He reported three effects of the self-development ethic which 

are appropriately applied to a discussion of the results of this study also. As 

one result of the self-development ethic, the men in this study were influenced 

by the relevance of the social sciences, especially psychology as expressed in 

humanism through social-experiential groups or through participation in non­

Catholic universities. According to Sammon (1983), the religious spirituality 

during the pre-Vatican II period stressed personal isolation from the world and 

uniformity with the Church's precepts. Religious spirituality influenced by the 
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social sciences during the post-Vatican II period, however, emphasized 

relationships with others and encouraged spontaneity as well as diversity of 

expression. Eight of the men who participated in therapy stressed the 

importance of the influence of the self-development ethic in helping them gain 

insight into themselves while the rest of the men referred to other support 

systems with colleagues, religious superiors, friends outside the priesthood, 

and/or retreat masters. 

A second consequence of the self-development ethic of the men in this study 

involved their moving away from the social integration of the Church which once 

provided social roles, norms, obligations, and identities for them. The men no 

longer found meaning in their identification with the Church, but instead, found 

meaning in discovering who they were as men with feelings and with a human 

sexuality not previously discovered, expressed, or explored. 

A third outcome of the self-development ethic included the men's search for 

intimacy, for forming relationships, for establishing a connectedness with some 

significant other. This effect was significantly found in this study where the men 

participated in various types of support groups and sought to eliminate the 

loneliness of "committed celibacy" by connecting themselves to a particular 

woman whose interpersonal relationship became a profound and satisfying 

experience for each of the men. In the sense of discovering and expressing 

their feelings and human sexuality (used in a broad sense), the men in this 

study began to move from what Kennedy & Heckler (1971) identified as the 

category of "psychologically underdeveloped "to the category of 

"psychologically developing" where the men were moving away from their once 

delayed or suspended personal development and were now striving for 

personal development and fulfillment. 
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Also in keeping with the Kennedy & Heckler study, one or more events in the 

lives of the men in this study caused them to re-evaluate their lives and to 

activate the dormant developmental processes within them. Some of those 

experiences reported in this study were similar to those found by Kennedy and 

Heckler. Various experiences as reported in this study, as having activated the 

men's personal development, include: (1) the effects of Vatican II; (2) the death 

of one's parents; (3) a significant and deep relationship with a woman; (4) social 

and experiential involvements; (5) individual psychotherapy which helped the 

men gain insight into themselves and which liberated many of the men to 

develop the confidence and self-esteem to make an informed decision to leave 

the priesthood; (6) the lack of affirmation by the Church, the diocese, or the 

religious order in mentoring the men's involvement in social justice concerns 

(i.e. social activism) and in supporting their personal priestly dreams ; (7) a 

serious illness; (8) changing ministries; (9) the termination of a current priestly 

assignment; (1 0) the ensuing and advancing chronological age the men were 

attaining; (11) being confronted by a woman to make a decision "to stay or to 

leave"; and (12) inner searches for meaning, freedom, and intimacy. 

Transition in the Church: Since Vatican II, the Church has been 

experiencing a transition. This transition has involved change, uncertainty, 

confusion, stress, and disorientation for its members. The scope of its sixteen 

documents (Appendix B) attests to its renewal spirit from a once stable pre­

Vatican II Church to a transitional post-Vatican II Church. As in any transitional 

period, the changes encouraged by Vatican II have been accepted by some 

Catholics who welcomed them and have been criticized by others who 

experienced difficulty in accepting the new ways of practicing the Catholic faith. 

In some ways, the Church precipitated a milieu of "future shock" for its members 
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by creating too much change in too short a time. 

Some examples of post-conciliar changes identified by Meara, Stone, Kelly , 

& Davis (1985) include liturgically changing the language of the Mass from 

Latin to the vernacular language of the nation; turning the altar around to face 

the congregation; taking Holy Communion under both species (bread and wine) 

and not just bread alone; taking Holy Communion either on your tongue or in 

your hands; relaxing fasting and abstinence rules; allowing lay persons the 

opportunity to preach in Church on special occasions; allowing females to 

discard hats and/or veils when they enter a Church which previously required 

them; practicing ecumenism; decentralizing Church authority and fostering 

collegiality to some extent; and broadening the concept of priesthood to include 

not only the ordained priesthood but also "the priesthood of the faithful." This 

expansion of the role of laypersons allows them to minister in ways once 

reserved for the priest (such as administering Holy Communion to the faithful). 

Although those changes were made by the Church, other changes were not 

made. For example, Pope Paul VI, in 1968, published his controversial 

encyclical on birth control, Humanae �~�.� and affirmed the traditional teaching 

against contraceptives. That encyclical caused self-doubt, cognitive 

dissonance, and dissension within the Church and especially caused conflicts 

in many of the men in this study who found the acceptance of the encyclical as 

an impediment to the free exercise of the supremacy of their personal 

consciences. 

Transition in the Religious Orders. Congregations. and Dioceses: Besides 

the Church which was in transition as a result of Vatican II, the religious orders, 

congregations, and dioceses were also in transition and were in a state of 

confusion and disorientation. The first phase of a transition, breakdown and 
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conflict, was reported by many of the men in this study in their descriptions of 

their religious community. The men became dissatisfied with community living 

experiencing doubt about their identification with it for the future and finding little 

meaning in it since the community no longer fulfilled their needs, especially 

their inner longings to express their newly discovered emotions. They believed 

that their religious community was deteriorating in some respects with many 

men leaving the order and few men joining it. They felt that the religious 

community had lost its sense of mission because of its slow implementation of 

Vatican II. They found little affirmation from the religious community of personal 

initiative or creativity, and discovering little intimacy in the religious community , 

they subsequently searched for and found intimacy outside the community. 

Transition in the Priesthood: Vatican II not only created a transition within 

the Church and within the religious community, but it created a transition within 

the ordained priesthood. As the transcripts of the resignees in this study 

demonstrate, Vatican II removed the narrow role of definity of the priest and 

replaced it with a broader role which was not as clearly defined as it was during 

the pre-Vatican II period. During that earlier period, the ordained priesthood 

was viewed in its relationship to a priest's role of administering the sacraments 

and not in relationship with community. After Vatican II , as the men in this study 

exemplify , the men expanded thei r priestly role and developed relationships 

with the community as well as continuing their sacramental role of the earlier 

pre-Vatican II period. Some of the men now implemented the spirit of Vatican II 

and participated in social justice concerns st ressing peace while others 

participated in various other kinds of experiential growth and developmental 

interpersonal relationships. Since there was no definity to the role as a priest 

after Vatican II , many men created their own role as they interpreted the 
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message and meaning of Vatican II for themselves. The men, in this study, no 

longer defined themselves in relation to the image of the priesthood which 

previously isolated them in an "ivory tower," and which put them above others 

and the world. They now ministered in the world which was once foreign to 

them; and they consequently developed close interpersonal relationships which 

were not possible during the pre-Vatican II period. 

A Developmental Analysis Applying Levinson's Theory 

Although the structured interview which was utilized for the sixteen resignees 

in this study was unlike Levinson's lengthy unstructured interview, it was 

supplemented by numerous follow-up telephone calls to clarify and to obtain 

additional data. When the data were integrated into biographies, they provided 

sufficient information to speculate about the men's progression through 

Levinson's developmental periods. The biographies were analyzed to 

determine if the resignees experienced the typical structure-building and 

structure-changing developmental periods within the sequence and within the 

chronological age range reported by Levinson. To determine the presence or 

absence of developmental periods in the biographies, the researcher analyzed 

the data according to the developmental tasks reported by Levinson (Appendix 

J). The purpose was not to prove or disprove Levinson's theory. Rather, the 

intention was to understand the adult development of the men, and Levinson's 

theory was a lens for that purpose. 

Since a Levinson interview was not used, this study is limited as far as the 

amount and type of data abstracted from the interviews and as far as the 

understanding of the adult life structure is concerned. Nevertheless, the 

developmental approach was the best way of discussing the findings and to 

complement the earlier thematic analysis. While the thematic analysis 
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emphasized the concept of transitions triggered both by Vatican II and by the 

secular historical period the men experienced, the developmental synthesis is 

that "one step beyond" that helps to understand the interviewees more fully. 

Early Adult Transition: Moving From Pre- to Early Adulthood: Age 17-22. 

In this transition, persons move from pre-adulthood to early adulthood 

through the completion of two antithetical developmental tasks. With respect to 

the first developmental task of moving out of the pre-adult world, all sixteen men 

separated from their family of origins when they left home to enter the seminary . 

All fell within the age range specified by Levinson except Vic and Tim who 

separated at the ages of 13 and 14 respectively. The resignees separated from 

their family of origins both geographically and psychologically (the men seeing 

and being with their parents only on selected occasions of each year). 

Vic and Tim initiated their career choice and their transitions earlier at age13 

and14 respectively than did the men in Levinson et al.'s (1978) study while 

these researchers reported: "In no case did the Early Adult Transition start 

earlier than age16" (p. 73). Miserandino (1984), who studied ten men in 

religious orders (four priests and six religious brothers), found that five of his 

sample had left home at age 16 or below to enter a religious life. 

With the exception of Reg who experienced some difficulty from his non­

Catholic father, the decision of the men to become priests "made sense" to their 

parents. This almost unanimous parental affirmation of the men's decisions to 

enter the seminary was in conflict with Levinson et al.'s (1978) finding that only 

62% of their sample built life structures that "made sense" to their parents. But, 

Miserandino (1984), again, like this researcher, found that his subjects selected 

a religious vocation that "made sense" to their parents. 

Although nine of the men in this study (Alex, Chris, Dam, Fred, Greg , Gene, 
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Jeff, Matt, and Nick) reported that they felt no pressure from their parents to 

become priests, their parents were pleased and proud of their choice. A typical 

response of the men is exemplified by Greg: 

I don't think that my mother or father was pushing me in the 
priesthood. If they were, they didn't know it, and I didn't know it. 
But looking back in retrospect, after I studied psychology, every 
time my parents said, 'I hope you are doing this for yourself, don't 
do it for us,' I think they were saying, 'But we are glad you are 
doing it.' 

Five of the men (Bart, Larry, Pat, Tim, and Vic) were directly influenced by 

their parents in choosing the priesthood with a sixth man, Sam, influenced by 

his father. One man, Reg, as already reported, received support for his decision 

from his mother but encountered some opposition and conflict from his father. 

This finding of a conflict with parent(s) was similar to what Levinson et al. (1978) 

and Miserandino (1984) found in their samples except that both of them found 

that 20% of their samples passed through major conflicts (especially with their 

fathers) during their pre-adult world and their Early Adult Transition whereas in 

this study, only 6% endured conflicts. 

From the six men influenced by their parents, two of them (Bart and Vic) 

learned later in therapy of the influence of their parents in their priestly 

commitments. Bart said, "As I talked to the analyst, one key thing came out: my 

mother's role in my life. My mother was pious and strong and really wanted me 

to be a priest." Vic reported, "When I was in counseling before I left, it came out 

that there was a lot of family pressure unspoken to be ordained." Another 

resignee, Tim, wanted to be a medical doctor but instead pursued the dream of 

his father to become a priest. 

In the Levinson sample, marriage was the usual means of separating from the 

family of origin and of moving upward. The men in this study, however, were 

precluded from marriage as a result of their commitment to the priesthood and 
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to celibacy. Consequently, the sample of this dissertation differs from the 

Levinsonian sample. In the Levinson (1978) sample, half of the men were 

married during the transition. Only the biologist group "was the most restrained 

group in their sexuality and relationships with women generally" (p. 78). In the 

sense of inhibited emotions and sexuality as well as a prolonged occupational 

preparation period, the biologist group paralleled the resignee group in this 

study. 

In regard to the second developmental task, moving into the adult world, all 

sixteen resignees met this criteria: (1) by forming a dream: (2) by setting an 

occupational direction and beginning to test their choices by entering a 

seminary to foster and mentor their dream; and (3) by beginning to develop a 

sense of self as an adult. The forming of intimate relationships was the only 

aspect of moving into the adult world that was purposely not advanced by the 

seminary formation because of the men's required commitment to celibacy. 

All the men formed dreams, visions of what they wanted to do with their adult 

lives. The dreams gave the men a meaning for their emerging adult lives. They 

wanted to become priests, but to understand their dreams, it is necessary to 

understand also their motivation for entering the seminary which was part of 

their dream. Motivation for responding to the call to the priesthood included the 

attractiveness , prestige, and status of the priesthood (Dom, Greg, Larry, Sam, 

Tim, and Vic); the desire to emulate a particular priest who was a role model 

(Alex, Chris, Matt, Jeff, and Nick); the ideal of helping and serving others ( Dom, 

Pat, Sam, Alex, and Tim); the desire to be a missionary (Gene, Jeff, and Reg); 

the security of the priesthood (Larry and Pat); and the need to avoid the pain of 

growing up (Larry and Bart). 

Besides the common reasons just identified, some uncommon motivation 
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was also identified: for Alex, it was the desire "for spiritual growth and to serve 

the Church"; for Bart, it was the desire to be a "teacher''; for Dam, it was interest 

in piety; for Fred, it was "the realization of God's love for me and what was I 

going to do about it"; for Pat, it was dealing with the ultimate dimension of life, its 

meaningfulness; for Matt, it was the desire to change the pre-Vatican II Church; 

and for Larry, Tim, and Matt, it was fulfilling the expectations of others. Most of 

the men shared multiple motives for entering the seminary. Those reasons 

gave the men a purpose and a meaning to pursue in their newly emerging adult 

life. 

Besides forming a dream which moved the men into the adult world, all of 

them set an occupational direction actively by selecting a career direction (the 

priesthood) and entering a seminary which could mentor their dream. Eight of 

the men(Bart, Chris, Dam, Gene, Jeff, Larry, Matt, and Pat) entered the seminary 

from high school and did not explore options other than the religious life. Two 

men (Vic and Tim) entered religious life at the beginning of high school and did 

not explore options other than the religious life. Six men (Alex, Fred, Greg, Nick, 

Reg, and Sam) explored the option of an academic life at a Catholic college 

prior to making a decision to enter the seminary. From those six men, two of 

them (Greg and Sam) also explored the world of work for a year before entering 

a seminary. Sam also spent one year as a member of the armed forces. 

In entering the adult world, the men received mentoring from the seminary 

itself and from its professors. The mentoring prior to Vatican II involved 

suppressing the personal individuality of the seminarians in favor of a priestly 

identity affirmed and defined by the Church. Affirmation for those seminarians 

after Vatican II changed and involved the encouragement of the men's 

discovering and expressing their personal individualities and emotions to some 
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extent. 

Besides forming a dream and setting an occupational direction, the men also 

moved into the adult world by developing a beginning sense of self as adult. 

This involved an independence in defining one's purpose and one's life's 

direction apart from the expectations of significant others (especially one's 

parents and family of origin). Levinson et al.'s (1978) study found a discontinuity 

in values, economic levels, and religious orientation in the transitional shift from 

pre-adulthood to early adulthood in their sample. They stated, "The overall 

finding can be stated simply: The great majority of the 40 men form a life in early 

adulthood quite different from that of their parents" (p. 76). In contrast to that 

finding , the findings in this study and in Miserandino's (1984) study reported 

continuity instead of discontinuity. . The men's decisions to enter the religious 

life was a confirmation, affirmation, and extension of familial, ethnic, and 

religious socialization. The sixteen men in this study became the kind of 

persons their parents and others expected them to be. 

Moving into the adult world involved also the initiation and the exploration of 

intimate relationships. As already reported, the biologist sample in Levinson et 

al.'s (1978) study paralleled the resignees in this study who were also 

restrained in their emotions, sexuality, and intimacy with women. The decision 

to enter the seminary precluded the formation of intimate female relationships 

and the expression of their human sexuality. Most of the men did not date 

women at all or did little dating prior to entering the seminary. Only three men 

had somewhat extensive experience with female relationships: Chris did some 

dating and had a steady girl friend when he entered the seminary at age 17, but 

he was restrained sexually; Sam dated a woman and was almost engaged 

when he entered the seminary at 21; and Greg dated women both in high 
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school and college before he entered the seminary at 22. 

All of the men passed through the Early Adult Transition. They moved out of 

the pre-adult �w�o�r�l�~� and initiated a step into the adult world. They tested out 

their dreams in the seminary. The dreams "made sense" to their parents, and 

the effects of such a symbiotic union had effects for some of the men who, later 

as priests, decided to leave the priesthood. 

The men moved into the adult world by setting an occupational direction for 

themselves where they could begin to form a sense of self as adults. Only 

intimate relationships with women were missing once the men decided to enter 

the seminary. At that point, the men's adult life structure was predominantly a 

combination of two components. In other words, the separate components of 

the life structure, career and intimacy, were not divided for these men as they 

were for the Levinson sample, but instead were integrated into one life style, 

one component. The consequences of this one combined component, the 

celibate priesthood, would be an important factor later in the their lives. The 

religious formation of these men, with three exceptions (Alex, Pat, and Bart), 

discouraged the formation of intimate relationships with men and women as 

well as the supression of emotions and sexuality. All the men would make 

decisions to leave the institutional priesthood especially because of the celibate 

commitment rather than the priesthood commitment. 

Building An Entry Life Structure for Early Adulthood: Age 22-28. 

During this period, the sixteen men were principally seminarians in a new 

home base where they were fashioning their first provisional adult life­

structures. The type of seminary formation they experienced depended upon 

whether they were studying during the pre-Vatican II period only (Vic, Sam, 

Nick, Greg, Fred, Jeff, and Tim), during a combination of pre-Vatican II and 
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during the sessions of Vatican II periods (Matt, Dam, Chris, Reg, Larry , and 

Gene) or during a combination of pre-Vatican II, during Vatican II , and post­

Vatican II periods (Bart, Pat, and Alex). The men who received a pre-Vatican II 

seminary formation experienced a structured, authority-oriented, "rational 

animal" type of socialization and mentoring. The men who obtained both an 

earlier pre-Vatican II seminary formation and Vatican II seminary education also 

received a similarly structured socialization and mentoring. The men who 

acquired a combination of pre-, during, and a post-Vatican II education, were 

significantly influenced especially by the more liberal latter period of the self­

development ethic. That ethic promoted experimentation, flexibility , and 

tolerance. It also encouraged participative decision-making instead of 

conformity to authority. 

According to Levinson et al. (1978), there are two contrasting developmental 

tasks in this period. In the first developmenta11as..ls.... a person explores the central 

components of occupation and intimate relationships within the adult life 

structure. In the second 1as.Js. a person creates an adult life structure with 

commitments, roots, continuity, and stability. The researchers identify those 

antithetical developmental tasks as co-existing within the period as individuals 

make various attempts to balance them. 

The men in this study resolved the two conflicting tasks by selecting an 

extreme position on a fourfold exploratory-commitment continuum reported by 

Levinson; namely, they selected commitment to the exclusion of balancing both 

exploration and commitment. Commitment was made to two central 

components of the life structure including both occupation, on the one hand, 

and abstention from intimate relationships especially with women, on the other 

hand. In deciding to enter a seminary, the men foreclosed their identities (1) by 
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testing and affirming their decisions early in their adult lives during the Early 

Adult Transition; (2) by committing themselves to the priesthood during the 

Entry Life Structure, the first adult provisional structure-building period; and (3) 

by accepting personal and professional identities defined and affirmed by their 

seminary mentors (both priests and the seminary itself) instead of exploring and 

constructing their own identities. 

The men's commitments were made at various times in the seminary during 

the sequential liturgical rites of tonsure (the ceremony where a layman enters 

into the life of a cleric), minor orders (lector, acolyte, porter, and exorcist) , and 

major orders (subdeacon, deacon, and priest) as they progressed through their 

journey toward the priesthood. Since January 1973, there have been changes 

in some of the liturgical rites just reported, but they do not apply to the men in 

this study. All candidates have opportunities during the liturgical rites of their 

seminary formation to either affirm their commitments to study for the priesthood 

or to withdraw them. 

All the men in this study decided to continue their studies even though some 

experienced doubt and uncertainty about their commitments to the priesthood 

and/or to celibacy. While affirming their commitments to the priesthood step by 

step in the seminary through the liturgical rites, the men foreclosed their 

identities and did not explore the world of work or the world of intimate 

relationships. These sequential commitments to the celibate priesthood were 

made prior to personal experience in both the world of occupations and the 

world of developing adult intimate relationships. The men focused on the more 

stable task, that of commitment, which maintained their continuity with their 

parents and families of their pre-adult world. During this period, nine men were 

ordained: Matt at age 24; Dom and Pat at 25; Larry, Gene, Vic, and Nick at 26; 
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and Jeff and Tim at 27. 

Some of the men attempted to deal with their suppressed needs for intimacy 

during this and later periods when neglected aspects of the self were urgently 

seeking expression. Larry, who drank heavily from age 28 to 35, and who was 

depressed throughout seminary formation, encountered a conflict from 

ordination onward regarding his need for intimate relationships: 

And all of a sudden, at the age of 26 after ordination, I emerged in 
the priesthood with a tremendous attraction to women and a 
tremendous need for their company and to be liked and 
appreciated by them and experienced a great satisfaction when I 
was with them after coming from an all-male environment of the 
seminary. 

Pat met a woman just prior to being ordained at the age of 25 and enjoyed 

interacting with her. He said, "Just prior to ordination, I met a religious sister 

and later, in life , became friendly with her." Greg, while a seminarian , 

interacted with two women he knew previously before entering the seminary. 

Both Larry and Pat began to feel that a part of them, a neglected side of them, 

their feeling side, was rising to the surface and urgently seeking expression at 

ordination. Although neither one of them acted on their feelings at this time , 

they were questioning their lives and later responded and expressed their 

feelings. 

Seminary formation was variously evaluated by the men. Some men (Reg, 

Alex , Dom, Gene, Fred, Greg, Pat, and Sam) enjoyed the seminary formation 

which mentored their personal dreams of the kind of priests they wanted to 

become. Bart liked his early pre-Vatican formation, but he experienced doubt 

during the post-Vatican II period when he was allowed to attend a university as 

a seminarian on another continent exposing him to a different more liberal and 

open milieu. Larry, Jeff, Vic, Nick, and Matt did not feel that the seminary 

prepared them for the real world or provided adequate realistic mentoring for 



221 

their lives as priests later. Vic, Nick, and Matt liked the seminary life while 

seminarians, but in retrospect, they considered it inadequate for their later 

priestly lifestyles. In representing that view, Matt, who experienced a pre­

Vatican II seminary formation, refers to an "ivory tower'' type of existence: 

During the seminary days, I was preserved from the real world by 
having to build a wall around myself, an ivory tower, wearing a 
long black cassock, and preventing myself from intermingling with 
people or forming any real interpersonal relationships, especially 
with women. 

Tim , who really wanted to become a medical doctor when he entered the 

seminary, selected the priesthood because of the influence of his father. During 

his seminary days, he had an opportunity to study medicine but didn't because 

he felt secure within the seminary structure at the time. He had begun to like 

aspects of the priesthood. 

Some of the subjects began to question their commitments to the celibate 

priesthood with more than reasonable doubt. Ordination was a significant 

marker event for some men to question and to re-evaluate their commitments 

and lives. Chris, who was ordained at the age of 30, remarked, "I did 

experience doubt all through the period, in other words, all through seminary 

life. I was none too sure at the time I was ordained whether I should go on." 

Larry, who was depressed throughout his seminary days, reported about his 

ordination at age 26, "There was a general feeling on my part of not being free, 

not having freely made the decision to enter the priesthood feeling here I was 

stuck in it because I was told I was ordained a priest forever." Vic declared 

about his ordination when he was 26, "Ordination was not a happy time for me. 

1 felt somehow compelled to go on with it." For such men, the satisfactoriness of 

their adult life structures was not too suitable for them even though they were 

viable in the world. They were beginning to question the direction of their 



222 

provisional adult life structures. Even though these men were structure-building , 

they also questioned their lives and commitments seriously which Levinson 

reports usually occurs during the later Age Thirty Transition (age 28-33) period , 

give or take two years. Personal transitions were emerging for those men. 

During the Entry Life Structure , the men formed and lived out their dreams to 

become priests, dreams initiated during the previous transitional period. They 

now had defined their dreams more precisely than had been done earlier in 

their generalized vision of the priesthood. Some men (Chris, Larry , and Vic), as 

has already been reported, were, at this time, seriously questioning the further 

pursuit of their adolescent dreams of the priesthood. Levinson et al. (1978) 

found 70% of the men in their sample experienced a moderate or severe crisis 

during the Early Adult Transition and/or the Entry Life Structure. In the present 

sample , Chris, Larry , Vic, and Bart encountered a crisis of vocational 

uncertainty as they were structure-building for the priesthood: Chris throughout 

his seminary formation days and somewhat during ordination; Larry depressed 

throughout his seminary formation days and feeling that he was not free at 

ordination in making his commitments; and Vic feeling compelled to be 

ordained at ordination by external family pressures. Bart also was in conflict 

and felt the urgency of his suppressed emotions seeking expression as a 

seminarian. A fifth man, Tim, who wanted to become a medical doctor, did not 

want to enter the seminary in the first place. He stated, "I remember the day I 

was going in. It was one of the worst days of my life." 

Several of the men , then , began to rethink the gradual and cumulative 

process of later modifying the dream to include a new component in their adult 

lives, namely, intimate relationships with a woman and the discovery and the 

expression of emotions. Others would begin to re-examine their commitments 
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later in life. One man, Jeff, was not re-evaluating the celibate component, but he 

was experiencing difficulty with seminary formation which he felt stymied his 

humanity. The personal dream and self-identity that he envisioned were 

elusive. His personal dream of the priesthood was being forsaken somewhat to 

include an identity given and defined by others. Two other men, Nick and Matt 

did not rethink their vocations to the priesthood during their seminary formation, 

but they did later. After they ministered as priests, they felt that their seminary 

formation did not prepare them adequately for their priestly roles. For those 

men who liked the seminary formation (Reg, Alex, Dam, Gene, Fred, Greg, Pat, 

and Sam), their dream of the priesthood was not being significantly modified at 

this time as they were satisfied with their adult life structures. 

In summary, some of the men who progressed through this structure-building 

period were now changing and questioning while others were not as they were 

approaching a transitional period. They all had fashioned an initial adult life 

structure which provided a variable degree of satisfaction and stability. They 

formed a "new base" by living on their own as adults in the seminary and in their 

early years of their priesthood. As they began and progressed through the 

Entry Life Structure, they focused on the psychosocial task of committing 

themselves to the priesthood and to celibacy. They excluded the tasks of 

exploration of work and relationships with others, especially with women. They 

lived out their adolescent dream of the priesthood which "made sense" to their 

parents and family but in varying degree of suitability and satisfaction to 

themselves. Some of the men seemed to experience more questioning in this 

developmental period than reported by Levinson of his sample. In short, some 

of the men were building an adult life structure that brought satisfaction to them 

while others were not. 
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Age Thrity Transition: Changing the First Adult Life Structure: Age 28-33. 

There are two principal antithetical developmental tasks. The �~�i�n�v�o�l�v�e�s� the 

men working on the flaws and limitations of their first adult life structures. Here 

the men reappraise and re-evaluate their existing commitments to ministry 

(occupation) and to celibacy (where unresolved conflicts of adolescence may 

be reactivated in the light of the current developmental tasks and/or where the 

loneliness of celibacy may surface) . The second task involves the men creating 

the basis for a more satisfactory adult life structure to be built in the ensuing 

period by reflectively and critically questioning their future as priests. They 

could reaffirm their commitments within their provisional life structures, they 

could make minor modifications, or they could reorder the central components 

of their existing life structures. Like all transitional periods, this period served to 

terminate one adult life structure and to initiate another. 

Levinson et al. (1978) found three broad sequences within this transitional 

period: (1) a smooth, continuous transition without overt disruption or sense of 

crisis (18% of the men); (2) a painful transition (experienced as the age thirty 

crisis) where the men encountered great difficulty in working on the transition's 

developmental tasks (62% of the men); and (3) a mixed or ambiguous crisis 

(20% of the men). Regarding the age thirty crisis, Levinson et al (1978) learned 

that such a crisis was more than "merely" a delayed adolescent crisis for some 

of the men. 

To determine the kind of sequence the sixteen men in this study progressed 

through, the researcher examined the biographies to determine if the men 

reported working on the two developmental tasks of the period. Did the men 

look backward to the past and question and re-evaluate their lives and/or 

commitments to some extent, and did they also look forward to the future and 
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begin to build a new adult life structure? Also, the biographies were reviewed 

to determine if the men reported progressing through a smooth or painfu l 

transition. 

Five men did not discover or deal with any flaws of their first adult life 

structures. Consequently, they dealt with the first developmental task by 

progressing through the transition in a smooth and continuous process without 

overt disruption or sense of crisis. They were progressing through their 

priesthoods according to their own timetables and experienced a life structure 

that was satisfying to them and was viable in the world. They were different, 

however, at the end of the period than they were at the beginning of it. None of 

the five men reported dealing with the issue of loneliness and intimacy at this 

time, but they would deal with those issues during a later developmental period. 

They dealt with the second developmental task by reaffirming their 

commitments to the priesthood and to celibacy and by looking with anticipation 

to further development as priests according to their own timetables. 

Alex reaffirmed his commitment to the priesthood at age 30 as a seminarian 

and requested to be ordained earlier. Fred did not question, and he reported of 

age 28 to 33, "My life at that time was a good period of anticipation of what to 

expect." Greg was very happy in his first parish assignment and said of age 28 

to 33, "This period of my life was the most problem-free and productive and 

carefree happy time of my life. Everything was great." 

Sam experienced a sense of loss when he separated from his family to 

minister in the missions, but he was happy. Of age 28 to 33, he stated, "Very 

stable and calm years. I was committed to what I was doing. Relatively 

peaceful. Going to the missions was a fulfillment, a crusade." Although he 

contacted a temporary disease in the missions and had to return home at age 
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33, he did not experience any crisis because he felt that "the Lord was 

delivering me" to return home. Nick enjoyed his ministry as a seminary 

professor and remarked of age 28 to 33, "I had a peaceful life, and the life was 

enthusiastic and narrow. No personal difficulties. No doubts here. Being a 

busy priest and enjoying it." 

Although five men experienced a relatively smooth transition, others did not. 

They seriously questioned and re-evaluated their lives and/or commitments. 

The transition was a difficult period for them. In Levinson's original sample, the 

novelists experienced the most difficulty. Nine of the the ten novelists 

experienced a crisis, and five of them obtained psychotherapy or 

psychoanalysis. 

In this study, nine of the priests dealt with the first developmental task by 

experiencing deep questioning about their unresolved conflicts of sexuality, 

intimacy, and/or priestly identities. Consequently, they also dealt with the 

second developmental task by modifying their life structures. Instead of making 

accommodations within their existing life structures, they attempted changes. 

Their life structures during the ensuing period would be different. 

Bart first thought of leaving the priesthood at age 28 prior to his ordination at 

age 32 and encountered conflicts with intimacy and sexuality. He developed a 

personal relationship with a woman. He entered psychotherapy. Of his life from 

age 28 to just past 30, he felt he was also influenced by inner development: 

I was going through that kind of change and reassessment and at 
the same time, I was going through my own late adolescence 
growing up: psychologically, sexually, and being independent that 
I hadn't done then. I was doing some past work (adolescence) as 
well as the shift of the 30's. 

Pat, from age 29 to 33, studied at a European university that significantly 

influenced him to re-evaluate his whole life. Of those years , he responded, 
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"They were the most active in terms of questioning and decision-making. It was 

a period of change and growth and movement." He was lonely and developed a 

relationship with a woman. He first thought of leaving at the age of 30. 

Larry was depressed throughout his seminary days because he felt he was 

out of touch with his "feelings and sexuality." His priesthood was basically 

unstable. He drank heavily from ages 28 to 35. He first thought of leaving at 

age 30 because he wanted "to get married and have a family." He also passed 

through an identity crisis since he reported numerous times that he "was 

accepted as a priest but not as a person." 

Reg was a seminary professor. While teaching, he first thought of leaving at 

the age of 31. At that time, he developed a relationship with a woman and also 

experienced a deep "crisis of faith": 

Well, the reality situation was I didn't know what I believed. So 
there I was in the seminary to teach young men within an 
environment of faith. And it was painful particularly when students 
would come to me with their problems of faith and I was supposed 
to help them. 

Matt, from ages 26 to 33, ministered in a small parish. Intimacy became a 

new goal in his life. He uttered, "It was lonely. It was clear to me not long into 

the ministry that I'm not going to live alone. I was too lonely a person living 

alone." At age 33, he developed a relationship with Daniela. During this time , 

he became a social activist for numerous movements and picketed and 

demonstrated. He questioned his identity here as he did not feel affirmed or 

mentored by his diocese for his personal social involvement. 

Dam experienced growth and change as he re-evaluated his life from ages 

28 to 33. He stated, "That time was a time of great transition, an exciting time. It 

was a crisis time of development. It was a struggle getting in touch with intimacy 

and with myself as a feeling person." He established a close relationship with a 
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woman for the first time at the age of 29 when he participated in aT-Group 

experience. 

Gene was a missionary who was very happy to be a priest. Of his ages from 

28 to 33, he reported , "The first part, I was happy. The second part there was 

questioning, not of vocation, not of priesthood, but of celibacy." When he was 

30 years old, he decided he would leave the priesthood someday to marry as 

he felt "an absence of love." 

Chris was uncertain about his priestly commitment "throughout" his seminary 

days. His experiences at an European university between age 25 and 29 

stimultated him to introspect and to re-evaluate his life. He questioned his 

commitment at ordination at age 30 , and he seriously thought of leaving at 33. 

Jeff ministered in the foreign missions from age 29 to 36. Here, he enjoyed 

helping those in need, but he found the life "frustrating, not happy, and lonely." 

He questioned community living here for he felt "terribly lonely." He enjoyed 

priesthood but not community living. 

Two resignees did not report difficulty with the psychosocial issues of intimacy 

or sexuality during the transition. They did, however, report questioning about 

their identities like some of the men who have just been reported but in a 

different way. Of his years from age 28 to 33, Tim was happy his first year, felt 

"agitated" his next two years , and became"angry" the following two years. He 

was struggling with his identity as he was attempting to formulate a dream of the 

priesthood according to his interpretation but had to betray it for the sake of his 

religious order which was not mentoring his personal dream but instead was 

blocking it and defining it for him. 

Vic was assigned as an administrator, a position he disliked, from age 30 to 

34. While in this assignment, he became a social activist. He was influenced by 
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a milieu that was significantly pro-Vatican II and wanted to implement its spirit 

immediately. He was not affirmed or mentored by the Church or his religious 

order for his social involvement. He was seeking his identity within the spirit of 

Vatican II. When he was 34, however, he developed a medical condition that 

"discolored" his life significantly. That marker event initiated a personal 

transition and precipitated a crisis for him. He first thought of leaving the 

priesthood at that time. 

In summary, all of the resignees progressed through the transition. They dealt 

with the two developmental tasks but in different degrees. The men were all 

different at the end of the period than they were at the beginning. The men 

progressed through it differently, however. Three sequences were found with 

overlapping in some of the men's lives. 

Of the five men who progressed through a smooth transition, four of them 

(Alex, Fred, Nick, and Greg) would obtain psychotherapy later to gain insight 

into themselves and their decision to leave the priesthood. Only Gene did not 

seek psychotherapy later. Of the nine men who experienced deep questioning , 

one man (Bart) obtained therapy, and three others (Pat, Larry, and Matt) did so 

later especially when they were seeking insight to themselves which would free 

them from the priesthood. Of the two men who experienced a troublesome 

transition when their dreams of the priesthood were not being affirmed, only Vic 

obtained psychotherapy before he left later to free him from his priestly 

attachment. The seeking of therapy by many of the men demonstrated the 

painfulness of their decisions to leave the priesthood. 

With a discussion of the first three of Levinson's developmental periods, the 

novice phase is also completed. Within the first three periods, the findings of 

this study of the developmental tasks of forming a dream, establishing an 
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occupation, establishing intimate relationships, and forming mentoring 

relationships (to some degree) have been discussed. Although those four 

developmental tasks can be found in ensuing periods, they reach their 

ascendancy during the novice phase according to Levinson. Seven of the men 

would still deal with the developmental issue of intimate relationships as their 

development was to mature later in that area than the other men. 

To understand the changes from another viewpoint, a contrast between the 

Early Adult Transition (Age 17-22) and the Age Thirty Transition (Age 28-33) 

may be helpful. In the earlier transition, the men's lives were deeply rooted in 

their family of origin and in their pre-adult worlds. The processes of separation 

from family and adult individuation were just beginning. In the later transition, a 

qualitatively new adult life structure was emerging which contained some 

elements of the past, but whose meaning changed within the context of the 

transition. 

All the resignees had a dream, a vision, in general terms of becoming priests. 

This dream was not tested when the men made a decision to enter the seminary 

during the earlier transition. But with the completion of the novice phase of 

early adulthood, the dream had been tested and the men re-evaluated their 

dream in the light of their experiences since the Early Adult Transition. Many of 

the men deeply examined their priestly life-style, commitments, relationships, 

and future directions in the light of their dream, especially during the Age Thirty 

Transition. An issue of deep re-evaluation and questioning during that 

transition for nine men was the psychosocial issue of intimacy, an issue which 

the men had suppressed due to their commitments to the celibate priesthood. 

This issue of Intimacy versus Isolation, Erikson (1950, 1968) reported is 

commonly experienced in early adulthood. For the priests, it was to be 



231 

experienced a decade or more later. During the Age Thirty Transition, five men 

established a relationship with a woman. Four other men revealed no intimate 

involvement with a woman at this time but experienced deep conflict with the 

issue of intimacy. Those nine men realized possibilities and limitations in the 

priesthood that they did not imagine prior to the transition. 

Some of the men realized that their priesthoods were not yielding the fruits 

expected from their vocation. This awareness triggered a new emerging self 

which was more realistic than previously and which was beginning to reduce 

some of the tyranny of the early dream. The Age Thirty Transition stimulated 

some of the men to re-order the components of their life structures, especially 

intimacy, and to reassess their priorities in life. Celibacy, especially in its 

loneliness and lack of intimacy, was being questioned. Some men were now 

experiencing variable satisfaction in their first adult life structures and were 

questioning the suitability of their life structures as they were approaching the 

next developmental period. 

Building A Culmjnatjng Life Structure for Early Adulthood: Age 33-40. 

There are two contrasting developmental tasks. The fjrst task is to establish 

one's niche in society and to build an ordered and relatively stable life structure 

invested in family, occupation, and community. The second is to work at 

advancement, moving onward and upward within one's adult life structure 

especially in occupation. The period has been further divided into two phases. 

The first is the Early Culminating Life Structure from age 33 to 37. Here a 

person makes accommodations within his existing life structure instead of 

attempting major structural changes. The second is the Late Culminating Life 

Structure from age 37 to 40 identified as the Becoming One's Own Man 

(BOOM) phase. Here a person strives to be more fully his own person 
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achieving greater authority, independence, and self-sufficiency , on the one 

hand, and seeking affirmation from the outside world, on the other hand. 

In paraphrasing Levinson et al.'s (1978) findings, Levinson and Gooden 

(1985) identified five sequences of establishing a second adult life structure and 

Becoming One's Own Man during the Culminating Life Structure period: 

(1) men who advanced within a stable life structure and worked 
well toward their goals (55%); 

(2) men who experienced failure and decline within a stable life 
structure (20%) ; 

(3) men who formed a stable life structure in their early thirties and 
then attempted to break out of it and form a new structure in the 
mid or late thirties (13%); 

(4) men who experienced change in the life structure as a result of 
advancement (6%) and 

(5) men who were unable to create a stable life structure during 
this period (6%) (p. 9). 

In the first four outcomes, a relatively stable life structure is formed during the 

early part of the period, but in the fifth sequence, the life structure remains 

relatively unstable and in flux throughout the period. 

The findings of the resignees will be discussed in the light of the sequences 

identified by Levinson and in the light of seven sequences found by this 

researcher. Generally, however, the men in this study did not focus their lives 

on career advancement within the priesthood. Instead, they searched for 

personal growth and development, a finding different from Levinson's study. 

Consequently, the second developmental task of striving for career 

advancement was not a major developmental task for the men in this study. 

They were not primarily concerned with "moving up the ladder." Seminary 

formation socialized them to accept their assigned ministries as God's will. 

They were socialized to be humble and to suppress their individuality and their 
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search for advancement for the greater good of the Church. Yet, some of the 

men did advance in their priesthood and experienced Becoming One's Own 

Man through advancement. With some of the men, that sequence occurred 

later than found in Levinson's sample probably because the Church usually 

promoted a priest on seniority and age rather than on personal ambition and 

self-actualization. 

Within the first sequence of the Culminating Life Structure found in this study, 

four men advanced within a relatively stable life structure. Advancement in this 

sense indicated the resignees' continuous movement within the priesthood with 

perhaps some questioning and some personal developmental growth but with 

no significant or continuous questioning about their commitments. The men 

looked toward the future and not the past. They were dealing with the first 

developmental task and were attempting to build a relatively stable life structure 

invested in ministry. 

Alex published two books and was happy as a priest. He said, " My life has 

been a stable one. The period between age 33 and 40 of my life was the most 

stable. I was fulfilled as a priest." 

Gene was fulfilled in his missionary apostolate but he was lonely. Of his 

years between 33 and 40, he stated, "These were good, happy times except for 

the loneliness." He also reported of that period,"! decided I would try to be as 

faithful as I could be to my calling and to the priesthood." 

Sam enjoyed his ministry. Between age 33 and 40, he declared, "My life was 

fulfilling here. Relatively peaceful. I loved the parish, an up time for me. 

Formation work was a very fulfilling time." At age 40, he was promoted to an 

administrative position and experienced the Becoming One's Own Man phase 

of advancement. He did not work at advancement in dealing with the second 



234 

developmental task. Advancement was thrust upon him. 

Fred studied at two universities from age 34 to 41. He especially was 

influenced psychosocially by a European university experience from age 36 to 

41. He remarked, "This was a fairly good period, but getting near 40, I saw 

some problems with loneliness and intimacy." He experienced some 

questioning of intimacy for the first time, but it was minimal. 

Within the second outcome of the Culminating Life Structure found in this 

study, one man began to modify his adult life structure because of advancement 

through Becoming One's Own Man. In dealing with the first developmental task, 

Nick felt that he had found his "niche" as a seminary professor from age 29 to 

36. At age 36, however, he was promoted to an administrative position in a 

liberal and open milieu influenced by the post-Vatican II period. He did not 

actively seek advancement by dealing with the second developmental task. His 

religious superior promoted him even though Nick was fulfilled as a seminary 

professor. This Becoming One's Own Man promotion changed him. The new 

environment activated new aspects of his self, namely feelings and the need to 

develop relationships, which were suppressed up to that point. He also began 

to question intellectually: 

It was not a smooth period, but stimulating and provoking. It was 
stable in the sense that the ship didn't fall apart. I was now feeling 
things. Intellectually, I was more open. Emotionally, I was still 
unopen. I felt attraction to people more now, but I could handle it. 
I was feeling something about women at that point but didn't act on 
it. 

Within the third sequence found in this study, one man, Jeff, Became His 

Own Man both as a priest and as a person. He was not included in the first 

sequence of advancement because the men in that group experienced a 

relatively smooth period in their early thirties. Jeff, however, experienced some 

instability as he attempted to be affirmed by his religious order during his early 
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thirties. He was attempting to deal with the first developmental task of 

establishing his niche as a priest, but he found his religious order was not 

mentoring his personal dream of the priesthood. 

When Jeff was 37, he participated in a humanistic institute, a significant 

marker event, that prompted deep questioning and searching. The ensuing 

personal transition freed him to Become His Own Man, both professionally and 

person ally: 

The humanistic psychologist at the institute was almost single­
handedly responsible for a whole change in my life. I couldn't 
believe the sense I had of myself after leaving that course. I had a 
freeing experience. It pulled me out of the whole guilt theology 
that I had been born with. 

At the age of 38, the fruits of the institute became a reality when Jeff 

confronted authority in his religious order for assigning him to an apostolate "to 

learn obedience." He reported, "This was the first time I faced up to obedience 

and fought it. I came out of there being free of authority." 

Within the fourth consequence found in this study, three men experienced 

instability throughout the Culminating Life Structure period. They were unable 

to form a stable life structure in one or more of its components. Consequently, 

they were unable to deal with the first developmental task of establishing a 

niche in the priesthood. They were too involved with personal crises. 

Reg was unable to resolve his "crisis of faith" and the search for intimacy 

which he experienced during the Age Thirty Transition. Of his life from age 33 

to 40, he stated, "I had a lot of doubts. I was unstable. I had a lot of questioning. 

I was growing out of the priesthood." He established a relationship with a 

woman, Justina, in his late thirties. 

Larry experienced an unstable priesthood as he was constantly in conflict 

struggling with his need for intimacy and fatherhood. He drank alcohol heavily 
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from age 28 to 35. He was trying to break away from the priesthood for years 

even prior to ordination. His life from ages 33 to 40 was very unstable. He first 

thought of leaving at age 30, he left for one night at age 35, and almost left at 

age 39. 

After experiencing a lack of affirmation from his religious order for his social 

activism, Vic learned, at the age of 34, that he had a medical disease that 

"discolored" his life greatly. This marker event stimulated a personal crisis and 

prolonged his Age Thirty Transition. He decided to leave the priesthood at that 

point but was persuaded by his religious superior to remain as a hyphenated­

priest on leave of absence. Vic consented, but he said of his life from ages 33 

to 40, "Difficult years. I had a lot of questioning just after Vietnam. I became ill. 

Most difficult. I was in conflict." 

Within the fifth sequence of the Culminating Life Structure found in this study, 

one man "broke out" of his adult life structure and left the priesthood while 

establishing a second adult life structure and Becoming His Own Man. Matt did 

not advance in a career sense as was the finding in Levinson's study, but in a 

sense of psychological growth and development. In his early thirties, he dealt 

with the first developmental task of establishing his own niche in ministry. That 

goal changed, however, when he decided to leave and planned for his future. 

During the developmental period, Matt attempted to build a new stable life 

structure. From ages 32 to 35, however, he entered a clinical doctoral program 

which triggered him to re-evaluate his life and commitments as he progressed 

through the program. He remarked, "I gained some independence and I got in 

touch with who I was and what I needed out of life." His experiential and 

introspective program contributed to his making a decision to leave later. He 

developed a relationship with Daniela when he was 33. When he reached age 
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35, he made a mental decision to leave, but he postponed it for two years to 

complete requirements for a license as a mental health specialist. Also, he 

obtained psychotherapy to free him to leave and to develop the confidence to 

prepare him for marriage. He left at age 37 and broke out of his institutional 

priesthood and Became His Own Man in personal growth and development. 

Today, he identifies himself as a married priest. He also is a father. 

Within the sixth consequence found in this study, two men reported a deep 

conflict period which did not seem to be found in any of the outcomes reported 

by Levinson for the Culminating Life Structure. They attempted to deal with the 

first developmental task of establishing their niche in the priesthood, but at that 

time, they were engrossed with personal concerns. Specific marker events 

initiated personal transitions in those men. They were in transition, but they did 

not deal with the mid-life individuation polarities found in the Mid-life Transition, 

the next developmental period. They did not seem to be in transition between 

early and middle adulthoods. That transition occurred in their late forties. 

During his thirties, Tim was significantly influenced by the 1960's and by 

Vatican II which initiated a personal transition within him. Of this stage in his 

life, he said it was "very confused, agitated and turbulent as I was caught up 

with the 1960's." His life became more confused when he reached age 37, and 

he first thought of leaving. He was very pro-Vatican II and encountered a 

conflict when the Church and his religious order slowly implemented Vatican II. 

He found a discrepancy between the primacy of conscience, on the one hand, 

and the Church's authoritarian teachings, on the other hand. Because of the 

liberal changes of Vatican II, he experienced cognitive dissonance not knowing 

who he was as a priest since the definity of the role was in question and in 

transition. For the first time in his ministry, he experienced loneliness, and he 
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questioned celibacy when "with all of these things happening, life became 

lonely, discouraging, and kind of futile." He experienced the developmental 

issue of intimacy in his late thirties. 

Greg experienced a relatively stable adult life structure from age 29 to 35 

when he was transferred at age 35 to a parish with an alcoholic pastor who 

mistreated him. This change of ministry was a marker event that initiated a 

personal transition in him. Greg reported, "The first six years of my priesthood 

were the happiest years of my life. And then, I went to my next assignment, and 

these were the most depressing years of my life." He further added, "I loved the 

work as a priest, but I was dealing with a disruptive and unhappy pastor. Those 

were terrible and miserable years." 

Within the last result of the Culminating Life Structure found in this study, four 

men began the next period, the Mid-life Transition, in their thirties. Two men 

(Bart and Dam) began their transitions earlier than reported by Levinson. Two 

other men began their transitions at age 38 within the limits of Levinson's 

findings but still somewhat earlier. Levinson allows two years , plus or minus, 

within the age range of 40 to 45. Their Mid-life Transitions will be discussed in 

the next section of this dissertation, but at this time, the findings of the men's 

development during their early thirties will be reported. 

Bart's biography seem to be a classical example of Becoming One's Own 

Man by "Breaking Out" of the priesthood at age 35 after obtaining therapy. 

However, upon a close scrutiny of his biography, it appeared that Bart 

experienced his Mid-life Transition earlier than the rest of the men in this study. 

Beginning at age 32, he experienced the reality and inevitablity of his own 

eventual personal death when his mother died. This will be further discussed in 

the next developmental period, the Mid-life Transition. 
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After questioning intimacy issues and his first relationship with a woman, 

Dam participated in numerous experiential groups in his early thirties which 

helped him to question who he was and where he was going. His life from ages 

33 to 37 was one of inner development, but he was striving to build an adult life 

structure as a priest. He was attempting to deal with the first developmental task 

of establishing a niche as a priest. When he prepared couples for intimacy at 

age 37 in marriage encounters, his life changed because of that marker event, 

and he first thought of leaving at that time. Dam's life will be discussed within 

the ensuing transition period. 

Beside the two men who began their transitions earlier than Levinson's 

finding of age 40 , two other men began theirs at age 38, earlier but within the 

age frame reported by Levinson. Both men attempted to deal with the first 

developmental task of establishing their niche as priests, but they experienced 

some personal instability which prevented them from investing their energies 

full time into their priestly lives. 

After returning to the United States from further studies abroad, Pat, from age 

33 to 38, established a relationship with a religious sister, Monica. He said his 

life at that time was "more unstable than stable" because of his conflict between 

his priesthood and his relationship with Monica. He was not happy in this 

dilemma. At age 38, he and Monica confronted each other about their 

relationship. Monica decided to remain a religious sister; her decision triggered 

a re-evaluation of his life as well as a personal transition to be discussed later. 

Chris was doubtful and uncertain about his commitment to the priesthood 

from his seminary days. He especially thought of leaving at age 33 and at age 

36. At age 38, his father died. It was also about this time that his questioning 

became deeper. His transition will be reported in the next developmental 
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period. 

The men in this study dealt with the first developmental task of establishing 

their niche as priests. Some progressed through that task while others 

experienced personal conflicts and were unable to pursue that goal. Others 

"developed" personally. 

In regards to the second developmental task, the men did not principally 

aspire for career advancement as that goal was discouraged by the Church. 

Thus, the sample in this study and the one in Levinson's study are different. 

Some of the men were promoted to administrators, however, and experienced 

Becoming One's Own Man through advancement though recognition was thrust 

upon them rather than their consciously seeking it. Some men "developed" 

psychosocially. That finding of personal growth and development for men in 

early adulthood was not reported as a major finding in Levinson's study which 

focused on the men's occupational advancement. 

Questioning has been a significant factor within the life structures of the 

resignees during the Culminating Life Structure period. In fact, the late thirties 

seemed to be the age of transition and/or much questioning. This finding differs 

somewhat from Levinson's which does not report as high a degree of 

questioning in the late thirties. In fact, half the sample of this study experienced 

some questioning at that time. One man (Dam) began his Mid-life Transition 

earlier at age 37. Two men (Pat and Chris) began their transitions at age 38. 

Two men (Nick and Fred) advanced within their life structures but for the first 

time in their lives began questioning in their late thirties , Nick at 37 and Fred at 

38. One man (Reg) experienced an unstable period and began to re-evaluate 

his life at age 39 when he was assigned to the missions. 

A marker event, to a large extent though not totally, precipitated the men's 
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questioning. For Jeff, it was a profound humanistic and existential experience. 

For Dam, it was his active involvement in preparing couples for intimacy. For 

Tim, it included Vatican II and the questioning spirit of the 1960's; and for Pat, it 

was the confrontation with Monica that triggered his re-evaluation. For Chris, it 

comprised, in part, his father's death; and for Nick, it involved his removal from a 

sheltered environment and his promotion to a large city during the post-Vatican 

II period. For Fred, it was his exposure to a liberal and open university mi lieu , 

and for Reg, it stemmed from his transfer to the missions at the time when he 

and Justina were developing a closer personal relationship. As the men 

reached the transition between early adulthood and middle adulthood, 

however, they were not only influenced by marker events but also somewhat by 

inner development especially relating to the four polarities of mid-life 

individuation. 

Mid-Life Transition: Moving From Early to Middle Adulthood: Age 40-45. 

This transition is accomplished th rough the completion of three principal 

developmental tasks. The first task involves a person's moving out of the era of 

early adulthood by reappraising the past. The second includes a person's 

moving into the era of middle adulthood by modifying his life structure and by 

providing the central elements for a new one in the future. The thi&involves a 

person's integrating the four Jungian opposing polarities of mid-life 

individuation: (1) young/old; (2) destruction/creation; (3) masculine/feminine/ 

and (4) attachment/separateness. The polarity that is most central to all 

developmental changes is the young/old polarity. The way a person embarks 

on the Mid-life Transition is influenced by his sequence through the previous 

Culminating Life Structure period. Levinson found that a marker event, a 

culminating event, usually precipitated a transition. Sometimes, however, the 
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event occurred during the transition. Levinson does not believe such a 

transition can begin before age 38 or after 43. This researcher found that two 

resignees dealt with the tasks of the midlife transition earlier than age 38 (one 

man at age 32, and another at age 37). Four men dealt with the tasks after age 

43. 

Levinson et al. (1978) found three kinds of outcomes for the transition. In the 

first result, men did minimal questioning or searching during the period. Their 

lives in this period demonstrated a good deal of stability and continuity. In the 

second consequence, men were aware of going through important changes, 

and they knew that the character of their lives would be appreciably different 

later. Such men experienced a manageable transition rather than a crisis. In 

the third sequence, men experienced painful struggles within the self and with 

the external world in the form of a crisis. The researchers also found that 80% of 

their subjects experienced such a crisis, either moderate or severe. Those men 

questioned all aspects of their lives and were surprised to discover what was 

revealed by introspection. They could not continue as before, and they either 

modified their previous adult life structure, or they selected a new path in life 

Instead of the three sequences Levinson found, this researcher found four. 

One outcome included three men in a manageable transition. These men were 

aware of experiential changes at this time in their lives and utilized the 

experiences to grow and to develop as they questioned their lives, but their 

experiences were not profound crises which overwhelmed them. A second 

result involved one man in somewhat of a painful transition where he 

experienced a conflict which involved an inner struggle. He remained as a 

priest at this time. A third consequence included two men in an early transition 

of inner questioning and searching . That sequence was similar to the man in 
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the second sequence except that the two men began their transitions earlier 

than reported by Levinson. Both left the priesthood during their transitions and 

can be included in the category of those men who left in the fourth sequence 

involving nine men in a crisis transition. The men experienced tumultuous 

struggles within themselves as they attempted to integrate the mid-life 

individuation polarities. All nine men left the priesthood during the Mid-life 

Transition. In counting the two men from the third sequence reported by the 

researcher, eleven men, more than half the sample of this study (68%), left the 

priesthood during the Mid-life Transition. 

In the first outcome of the Mid-life Transition found in this study, three men 

encountered a manageable transition. These men experienced changes of 

growth and development within themselves, but such developmental changes 

did not overwhelm them with tumultuous inner struggles. They did not meet the 

first developmental task of moving out of the era of early adulthood since they 

did not reappraise the past at this point. They did deal with the second task of 

moving into the era of middle adulthood somewhat in the sense that they were 

promoted to administrative positions and entered the "dominant generation" of 

mentors for young adults. They did not, however, confront the third task of the 

four polarities of mid-life individuation at this time. 

Fred earned two doctorates at the age of 42. Of his years from 40 to 45, 

where he questioned his loneliness and began to re-evaluate some of the 

Church's teachings, he reported, "Those were fairly good years." He added, 

"Those years involved a lot of work. I was engrossed in my ministry. It was a 

stable period because I was busy. I was happy as a priest." From age 44 to 50, 

he was promoted to a high administrative position in his religious order and 

experienced the phase of Becoming One's Own Man. Advancing later than 
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Levinson's sample of men, he entered the "dominant generation" at age 44 and 

became a mentor exercising authority, providing leadership, and making 

decisions that had a significant consequence for men in young adulthood. At 

that time, he dealt only with the destructive/creation polarity in his generative 

mentorship to the younger men. 

Tim passed through a personal transition in his late thirties initiated by the 

marker event of Vatican II. From age 40 to 43, he was assigned to a parish and 

promoted to a chairmanship of a department at a high school. He Became His 

Own Man as a part-time administrator. He did not deal with the four polarities 

except for his mentoring to the younger generation. Of his years from 40 to 45, 

he stated, "Those years were good. Pretty stable. I was doing work I enjoyed 

doing." 

Jeff , like Tim, went through a personal transition in his late thirties initiated by 

a marker event. At age 40, he was promoted to a pastorship, and from age 42 

to 48, he was advanced to another administrative position. He experienced 

Becoming One's Own Man, both professionally and personally, and entered the 

"dominant generation" and became a mentor. He attempted to integrate the 

destruction/creation polarity at this time as exemplified by his generative 

leadership. He did not deal with the other polarities until later. Although his 

father died when Jeff was 38 and he himself had an operation at age 39 where 

he thought he might not survive, he reported that those experiences did not 

initiate any strong sense of personal mortality in him. Such realization came 

later in life. He felt a sense of satisfaction from age 40 to 45: 

Those were my most productive years. A great time. A time of 
change in me. A great sense of myself. A sense of fulfillment. 
Good feedback from the order. The ideas of my experiential 
institutes bore fruit at this time. 

In the second result of the Mid-life Transition found in this study, one man, 



245 

Greg, encountered a painful transition of inner struggling. He remained as a 

priest at that time. He progressed through the transition but did not deal with the 

polarities until later. He was, however, in conflict between age 40 and 45, and 

began to deal with the masculine/feminine polarity for the first time. He reported 

his life during those years in contradictory terms: 

That period was fairly calm with some conflicts. In my early forties, 
there were many problems. I was angry at a situation in the 
parish. The pastor didn't become any better. Life was miserable. 
I'm not sure how to categorize it. It was a turbulent period enjoying 
female companionship. It caused some conflicts for me. I wanted 
to be sexual, but my vows wouldn't permit it. 

In the third consequence of the Mid-life Transition found in this study, two 

men confronted the developmental tasks earlier than reported by Levinson et 

al. 's (1978) finding of age 38. Both of the men experienced deep inner 

searching and left the priesthood after passing through the Mid-life Transition. 

At the age of 35, Bart resigned from the priesthood after gaining insight in 

therapy about his mother's influencing his decision to become and to remain a 

priest. His mother died when he was 32, and her death freed him to leave. 

His biography seemed to demonstrate the sequence of Becoming One's 

Own Man by "Breaking Out" of his priestly adult life structure. However, Bart 

reported that he came to grips with his personal mortality from age 32 to 39. He 

was the only man in this study to have reported that he confronted the issue of 

his own personal mortality in his early thirties. His early realization of his own 

personal mortality supports Jaques' (1965) finding that "the reality and 

inevitability of one's own eventual personal death is the central and crucial 

feature of the mid-life phase" (p. 506) that occurs around the age of 35. Bart 

learned in therapy that his mother's sickness was related to mortality: 

Three years before I left, when I was 32, my mother died. I had 
begun to deal with death when she died, and the process 
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continued later. My mother was a semi-invalid. Part of my entering 
the priesthood was because I was afraid of dealing with the 
sickness issue. Sickness was tied into mortality. My father died, 
and my first child was born when I was 39. I came to terms with 
mortality from age 32 to 39 by observing both death and birth. My 
mother's death was the beginning of experiencing mortality which 
increased for the next seven years. 

He also dealt with two of the other mid-life polarities. He experienced a 

sense of "interiority" as he reduced the demand of the external world within him. 

Also , when he left the priesthood, he was balancing the masculine and 

feminine attributes of his personality. He was searching to express and to share 

his feelings and himself in an intimate relationship with a woman. He did not 

experience a sense of aging until after he left the priesthood. He remarked, 

"From age 38 to 42, I came to grips with aging. The birth of children was 

important in my aging process. As one projects the age of one's children , one 

feels old. We project ahead through our children". 

Dam passed through an early Mid-life Transition at the age of 37 through 

active involvement in preparing couples for intimacy. Such ministry heightened 

his awareness of sexuality and intimacy within himself and the fact that he was 

lonely. His priesthood was an example of a "developing priest." He also found 

the Church was implementing the changes of Vatican II too slowly. He thought 

of leaving and began deeper inner searchings for his true feelings. He 

experienced "interiority" as he attempted to reduce the pull of the external world 

within his life. He was conscious of his advancing age and wanted to be a 

father. He wanted to express his feelings in a relationship with a woman. He 

was attempting to balance the masculine and the feminine attributes in him. He 

left at the age of 40, after an internal struggle, but he did not experience a 

sense �o�~� personal mortality until later: 

When I was 43, seeing my parents slow down and realizing I would 
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get there myself were instrumental in my thinking of mortality. The 
accident of my future wife's child when I was 39 made me 
introspect about death but not my own death. 

In the fourth sequence of the Mid-life Transition found in this study, nine men 

experienced a crisis transition and left the priesthood during that period. Like 

Levinson's study which found that 80% of his sample experienced a tumultuous 

struggle, this study found that eleven men(68%) encountered such a crisis and 

left during the Mid-life Transition and four men remained as priests at that time. 

The eleven men included the nine men who passed through a difficult period in 

this sequence as well as the two men as noted who experienced the transition 

earlier. One other man left the priesthood earlier by "Breaking Out" during the 

Becoming One's Own Man phase of the Culminating Life Structure of Early 

Adulthood. 

The nine men all dealt with the first developmental task by moving out of 

early adulthood. They reviewed their lives both in the light of the past and of the 

future, but especially after re-evaluating their past, they made a decision to 

leave the priesthood. They left at different ages during the Mid-life Transition. 

Pat and Alex left at the age of 40; Chris and Reg left at 42; Larry left at 43; Gene 

at 45; Vic at 46; and Nick and Sam at 47. Sam also ministered as an 

administrator and experienced Becoming One's Own Man from age 40 to 46. 

He was in conflict mostly between the ages of 45 to 47. 

The nine men experienced deep inner struggles before they left the 

priesthood during the Mid-life Transition. For Alex, "The decision probably was 

the most difficult decision of my whole life." For Chris, "It was a very difficult 

period for me particularly when I met my future wife. It was a tremendous relief 

when I made the decision"; and for Gene, "It was a painful struggle." For Larry, 

"It was a very painful time before I left. Probably it was one of the hardest 
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periods of my life"; and for Vic, "I remember the experience of it being a sense of 

exhilaration in doing it and at the same time a sense of trepidation as far as how 

it was going to work out." 

The decision to leave the priesthood was difficult for the others too. For Nick, 

"I found the decision very difficult to make." For Reg, "My decision to leave was 

a difficult decision." For Sam, "The decision to leave was the most difficult 

decision I ever made, maybe the best. I agonized over the decision"; and for 

Pat, "I was surrounded by people who understood the struggle and supported 

me and were instrumental and willing to help me work through my feelings." 

The men developed through the process of "de-illusioning." They realized 

that their dreams of the priesthood were somewhat based on illusions, rather 

than on reality. They realized that they needed to change their life-styles since 

intimacy with a woman was a neglected side of their humanity seeking 

expression. Besides reviewing the past, they also anticipated the future. They 

thought about how they would live their lives after leaving. Some of the men 

postponed leaving the security of the priesthood until they decided what they 

would do after they left. They took stock of their lives and considered options 

for the future. 

The men dealt with the second developmental task of initiating steps toward 

middle adulthood by looking more toward the future. They made choices that 

modified their previous priestly life-styles and began to build new life structures. 

Making the decision to leave the priesthood, and consequently early 

adulthood, was only one choice. In the process of entering middle adulthood, 

they made other choices as well. One choice involved marriage. Eight of the 

nine men married: Chris, Gene, and Sam married the same year they left; Alex 

and Nick married one year after leaving; Reg, Vic, and Larry married two years 
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after leaving; and Pat had not married. 

A second option involved fathering children. Two men (Alex and Gene) 

fathered children. One man (Reg) had step-children. Five men (Chris, Larry, 

Vic, Nick, and Sam) had no children. One man (Pat) was not married. Three 

men (Vic, Sam, and Nick) who left from age 46 to 47 did not have any children . 

They were conscious of their advancing age when they left. A further choice 

involved seeking a secular occupation. Eight of the nine men made decisions 

to work in a human services' occupation after leaving, except Pat who decided 

to work in a technical occupation temporarily. 

The men dealt with the polarities of mid-life individuation but in different 

degrees. By their decisions to leave the priesthood, the men attempted to 

integrate conflicting aspects of their selves and to separate themselves more 

sharply from the world. In the polarity of young/old, the men felt a sense of 

being older than those persons in early adulthood but younger than those in 

late adulthood. Their advancing age was a factor in their decision to leave. For 

Gene, "Getting older had an influence on my leaving: that to put off changing my 

life style would be foolish. I thought of fatherhood." For Pat, "I suppose in the 

background I wanted a child. Getting older was probably a subliminal 

influence." For Chris, "As I was getting older, this desire to marry also was 

affecting me around age 40 even though I had a prolongation of youth mentality 

from graduate school"; and for Larry, "As I got older, I wanted a real intimate 

relationship that I was craving. I was 40 years old, and I figured I was getting up 

there." For Vic, "From age 42 to 47, I felt a sense of aging because of my 

physical restrictions"; and for Alex, "Both issues, aging and mortality, were clear 

in my case. When I turned 40, life was fleeting by. I said, 'What am I going to do 

with the rest of my life?"' 
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The rest of the men also felt the aging process. For Nick, "I was not 

interested in having a child when I left. I would have considered myself too old. 

When I was leaving, there was a sense I was aging and I was hoping I would 

have as many years with my wife as I had as a priest." For Sam, "I did not want 

children when I left. I did not want to be a grandfather image with an infant"; and 

for Reg, "My girl was not going to wait for me to complete my mission 

assignment. Time was going by." 

Some of the men dealt with the polarity of destruction/creation, and other 

men did at a later age. Regarding the issue of mortality (the reality and 

inevitability of one's own death), three men experienced it during their decision­

making process. Vic said, "From age 42 to 47, I felt the effects of my illness as I 

was in the hospital and had operations. I felt a sense of mortality because of my 

limitations." Alex reported, "My mother's death precipitated my thinking of my 

personal mortality when I was 40." Nick stated at age 47, "I didn't think I was 

dying, but I knew I wouldn't live forever." 

Three men did not experience a sense of personal mortality until after they 

left the priesthood, at an age later than Levinson's sample of men. Chris, who 

left the priesthood at 42, responded: "I have always experienced a sense of 

aging and mortality, but it became more pronounced from age 45 onward after I 

left. I felt youth was definitely over and there was a certain sadness." Larry, who 

left at age 43, replied, "Mortality has increased since I left. Around age 45 it 

began. I am more conscious now at age 48 of my mortality as I don't want to 

die." Sam, who left at age 47, uttered, "I never felt life threatened before even 

when I got sick in the missions and had to return home. There has been no 

conscious awareness of mortality until my heart attack two years ago in my 

fifties. My heart attack made me vulnerable." 



251 

Three of the men have yet to confront a personal sense of mortality. Pat, at 

age 43 , declared, "I have not been pressed with a sense of mortality. No, I 

realize I am mortal , and I am aware of mortality. It is there, but it is not a great 

concern. I did not experience a sense of personal mortality when my father died 

just before I left when I was 39." Gene remarked, "It was always a realization , 

but it hasn't hit me. It has not been a concern or a worry. No, never a concern 

or a worry. I have not experienced mortality today, and I am 48 years old." Reg , 

at age 51 , reported , "I haven't thought of death. No. I have not any experience 

of mortality. Even though both of my parents died recently, I have a strong 

sense of immortality." 

Besides the personal mortality issue, the men also dealt with the 

destruction/creation polarity when each of them realized the possible 

destructive consequences of their decisions to leave on family, friends, and their 

religious orders and dioceses. They were very concerned with the possible 

negative effects of their decisions on "significant others." They had to deal with 

guilt feelings. In regard to the creative aspect of the polarity, two men (Sam and 

Nick) were administators who experienced the generative and mentoring spirit 

of "the dominant generation" and influenced the men under them who were in 

young adulthood. Alex and Chris were teachers who also mentored to young 

adults. 

In addition to the mid-life polarities previously noted, the men also dealt with 

the masculine/feminine polarity. Throughout their priesthoods, they were 

educated for the traditional masculine role of promoting rationality. They were 

trained to suppress their emotions. During their mid-life transitions, however, 

they had a need to balance the masculine/feminine polarity. They integrated 

the traditional feminine role of bringing their emotions to the foreground and 
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expressing them. This the men did, for they all left for marriage where they could 

experience a deep intimate relationship with a woman. The woman seemed to 

function as a "special woman" to some of the men even though Levinson 

reported that such a transitional figure is found in early adulthood to mentor a 

man's dream. 

The men also balanced the attachment/separateness polarity. Throughout 

their priesthoods during early adulthood, they were principally extroverted. They 

were other-directed. They built a life around attachment to the external world. 

When they made their decisions to leave the priesthood during the Mid-life 

Transition, they experienced the process of "interiority," a turning inward into the 

self. They became in touch with their inner selves, and they reduced the 

demands of the external environment on their lives. As the biographies of the 

men reported, the men experienced mid-life individuation in solitude, internally, 

and painfully. Therapy was a factor in helping to liberate five men (Alex, Larry, 

Nick, Pat, and Vic) from the external demands of their early adulthoods. They 

introspected and discovered their authentic selves and made decisions to leave 

the priesthood. 

Marker events other than leaving to marry a woman initiated transitions that 

led to their personal growth. When Alex was 40, his mother's death caused a 

personal transition in him; he experienced instability for the first time in his life. 

He also felt the effect of being 40. Chris, who left at the age of 42, was 

approached by his religious superior to take his final vows in the order when he 

was 41. He didn't want to take those vows. Consequently, he reviewed his life 

and commitments. Gene, who left at age 45, was influenced by the loneliness 

of the missions. At the age of 40, he requested a sabbatical. He said, "I 

requested a sabbatical to fully examine where I was in relation to the 
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priesthood and love." His request was granted three years later. Nick and Sam 

both were confronted by their future wives to make a decision. Pat and Monica 

confronted each other when he was age 38 about their relationship. When 

Monica decided to terminate their closer developing relationship, Pat reviewed 

his life and left at age 40. Vic, who enjoyed being a hyphenated priest, left at 

age 46. He was influenced by his religious order's decision to terminate 

permission for its priests ministering any longer as hyphenated priests. He also 

was dealing with a medical condition that initiated his transition also. 

Bujldjng an Entry Life Structure for Middle Adulthood: Age 45-50. 

Levinson et al. �(�~� 978) reported three developmental tasks. The first task 

involved making crucial choices. A second involved giving meaning and 

commitment to those choices. A 1b.ird..Jnvolved building a life structure around 

those choices. Three sequences were also reported by Levinson. In one 

outcome, some men built a new adult life structure early during the period. In a 

second result, other men were unable to build a new adult life structure during 

the period. In a final consequence, some men progressed through subtle small 

changes within the life structure and built a life structure late in the period. 

The researcher found one outcome. Instead of dealing with the tasks of the 

Entry Life Structure period of middle adulthood, four men dealt with the three 

mid-life developmental tasks of the previous Mid-life Transition. They left the 

era of early adulthood, entered the era of middle adulthood, and integrated the 

four mid-life individuation tasks later than the men in Levinson's sample. Those 

men's biographies will be reviewed here in the light of the three developmental 

tasks of the Mid-life Transition. 

The men dealt with the developmental task of terminating the era of early 

adulthood. They reviewed their lives in early adulthood and re-evaluated what 
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they had accomplished. They evaluated their decisions, accomplishments, 

direction, and the meaning of the past as priests. They evaluated the 

satisfactoriness of their existing adult life structures. They discovered that their 

life structures were not suitable for them even though the life structures were 

viable in the external world. They also developed through the process of "de­

illusioning." They no longer saw themselves as invincible but now recognized 

their personal limitations in energy, talents, dreams, resources, and time. After 

deep introspection, Greg left the priesthood at age 49; Fred and Jeff at 50; and 

Tim at 51. 

The men dealt with the second task of initiating the era of middle adulthood 

by modifying the flawed aspects of their existing life structures and by testing 

new choices. They were now building for the future. Beside their decision to 

leave the priesthood, the men made other decisions. One involved marriage. 

Greg left at age 49 and married at 50; Fred and Jeff left and married at age 50; 

Tim married and left at age 51. A second decision involved fathering children. 

Fred, Jeff, and Tim fathered children. By raising children at their ages, they 

were dealing with developmental tasks Levinson equated with early adulthood. 

Consequently, this difference is a significant finding of this study. A final 

decision involved selecting a secular occupation. The four men selected the 

human services field. 

The men dealt with the four polarities of mid-life individuation. They 

attempted to integrate conflicting aspects of the self. In the young/old polarity, 

the men felt both young and old. In regard to being aware of the aging process 

in their lives, the men had varied responses. Two men experienced a sense of 

aging before they left the priesthood. Tim, who left at age 51, encountered it in 

his late 40's when he taught courses on death and dying. Greg, who left at age 
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49, reported, "I didn't feel old. But there was a sense of not wanting to be a 

father when I left because of my age. My fear was having a deformed baby." 

Two men did not experience a real sense of aging until they left the priesthood. 

Fred, who left at age 50, stated, "There was no fatherly instinct at the time I left. 

Aging began after I left at 50. My age became a factor in my not getting jobs." 

Jeff experienced the same feeling of ag ing when he left at age 50. He 

remarked, "There was no sense of aging until I went job hunting." 

In the destruction/creation polarity, the men reported varied responses 

especially regarding an awareness of their own personal mortality. Two men 

experienced a sense of personal mortality before they left. Greg, at the age of 

46, discovered his respected pastor's dead body. He credited that experience 

as stimulating a sense of personal mortality. He introspected, "His death made 

me look at myself and re-evaluate my life. I said, 'What a waste!'" The death 

brought me to disdain the loneliness of the priesthood. I said, 'Is this the way it 

ends, all alone?'" Tim, who was a teacher before he left at age 51, uttered, "I 

became more aware of aging and death around mid or late 40's. I began to 

teach courses on death and dying." 

One man experienced a sense of personal mortality after he left. Jeff, who felt 

a temporary sense of personal mortality when he had an operation at age 39, 

reported: "The only time I recall mortality was when I had an operation. I 

thought I might not make it alive. The concept of mortality is now hitting me in 

my fifties." One man has not realized any sense of personal mortality even now 

in his early fifties. Fred remarked, "I have not experienced mortality even now. I 

am too engrossed in raising my children. It's not in my consciousness. No sort 

of mortality or death at all." 

The four men did not develop any relationship with women until their late 
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forties. Consequently, this finding is contrary to Levinson's that men principally 

deal with the intimacy issue during early adulthood. When they decided to 

leave and marry, they were seeking expression of their emotions in an intimate 

relationship with a woman. The women they married could have been "special 

women" as described by Levinson even though he reported that such 

transitional figures are found principally in early adulthood. 

The men dealt with the attachment/separateness polarity. Whereas they 

were busy in early adulthood building lives for themselves as priests, now they 

introspected and turned inward to discover their real selves apart from the 

demands of the external world. They reduced the pull of other-directedness for 

the newly emerging sense of inner-directedness. Their locus of control was 

changing from an external focus to an internal one. The men reported a deep 

and painful experience of "interiority" in their decisions to leave the priesthood. 

Fred said, "It was a very difficult decision because for my own background, I was 

very happy and successful as a priest." Jeff, who also was happy as a priest, 

remarked, "I was in terrible conflict." Greg uttered, "I was happy because of my 

woman friend but turbulent because of indecision." Tim responded, "When I left 

to marry, everybody said, 'It's crazy; it's insane; look at the age difference." 

Marker events were also important in precipitating the decisions of three of 

the men to leave. Greg left at age 49 only after his mother died six months 

earlier. He said, "If she were alive, I think I would have delayed my decision." 

Fred reported, "My fiancee gave me the freedom to make the decision." Jeff 

stated, "I didn't know whether to keep my responsibility to my girl friend and the 

baby or to my priesthood." One man was not influenced by any precipitating 

marker event but was generally in turmoil. Tim, who left at age 51, responded, 

"My life from age 45 to 50 was in complete turmoil. Nothing was settled at all. I 
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wanted to change, but I couldn't." 

Chart Ill presents a summary of the sixteen men's sequences through the 

developmental periods beginning with the Entry Life Structure (Age 22-28) and 

ending with the Age Fifty Transition (Age 50-55). The outcomes not only 

include the men's lives as priests but involve also the men's current 

developmental status. In that way, the Chart summarizes the men's 

development from their seminary days to their recent interviews and follow-up 

telephone calls by the researcher. Astericks denote some of the differences 

found in this study which vary from Levinson's theory. 

For lack of space in inserting the chart on one page, the researcher 

organized it into three parts. Chart Ill (a) can be found on two pages and 

includes six men and summarizes the resignees' developmental sequences. 

Chart Ill (b) also does the same but includes six other men. Chart Ill (c) also 

follows the same format but involves four men. 



Name of 
Resignee 

Alex 

Fred 

Nick 

Sam 

Gene 

Reg 
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CHART lll(a) 
SUMMARY OF THE MEN'S SEQUENCE 

THROUGH THE DEVELOPMENTAL PERIODS 
Early Adult Entry Ufe Age Thirty 
Transition Structure Transition 
Ages 17-22 Ages 22-28 Ages 28-33 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Serious 
Questioning 

Serious 
Questioning 
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Chart Ill (a) 
SUMMARY OF THE MEN'S SEQUENCES 

THROUGH THE DEVELOPMENTAL PERIODS 
Name of Culminating Mid- Entry Age 
Resignee Life Life Life Fifty 

Structure Transition Structure Transition 
�8�g�e�~� �~�~�-�~�Q� �8�g�e�~� 4Q-45 �8�g�e�~� 45-50 �8�g�e�~� 5Q-55 

Alex Advancement Painful N/A N/A 
Within A Transition, 
Stable Life Ages 40-41, 
Structure Left at41 

Fred Advancement Manageable Dealt With* Still Dealing* 
Within A Transition- MLT Tasks- With MLT 
Stable Life Late BOOM, Painful Tasks- Has 
Structure Ages 44-50* Transition, Not Dealt 

Ages 49-50, With Personal 
Left at5Q �M�Q�r�:�t�a�l�i�~� 

Nick BOOM Painful Still Structure-
Advancement Transition Dealing Building , 
Which Itself Ages 42-47, With MLT Confronted 
Produced Left at 47 Tasks Personal 
�C�b�a�n�g�e�~� MQ[tQ.Iily* 

Sam Advancement BOOM-Ages Still Dealing Structure-
Within A 40-46, Painful With MLT Building, But 
Stable Life Transition Tasks Heart Attack 
Structure- Ages 45-47, Initiated Sense 
BOOM at4Q Left at47 Qf MQt:tality* 

Gene Advancement Painful Still Dealing N/A 
Within A Transition With MLT 
Stable Life Ages 44-45, Tasks-Has Not* 
Structure Left at 45 Come To Grips 

With Personal * 
MQt:tality 

Reg Unstable Painful Still Dealing Has Not Come* 
Transition With MLT To Grips With 
Ages 39-42, Tasks-Later Personal 
Left at 42 Structure Aging or 

Building MQ!lalilY 
* Different from Levinson 



Name of 
Resignee 

Vic 

Matt 

Greg 

Tim 

Dam 

Pat 
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Chart Ill (b) 
SUMMARY OF THE MEN'S SEQUENCES 

THROUGH THE DEVELOPMENTAL PERIODS 
Early Adult Entry Ufe Age Thirty 
Transition Structure Transition 
Ages 17-22 Ages 22-28 Ages 28-33 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth, 
But Wanted 
To Be A 
Physician 
Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth With 
Questioning 
At Ordination 
Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Serious 
Questioning 

Serious 
Questioning 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Serious 
Questioning 

Serious 
Questioning 

Serious 
Questioning 
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Chart Ill (b) 
SUMMARY OF THE MEN'S SEQUENCES 

THROUGH THE DEVELOPMENTAL PERIODS 
Name of Culminating Mid- Entry Age 
Resignee Life Life Life Fifty 

Structure Transition Structure Transition 
, , ... , .. ... , ,. , .,Ages 33-40 Ages 40-45 Ages 45-50 Ages 50-55 
Vic Illness* Painful Serious N/A 

Prolonged Transition Accident 
Transition- Ages 42-46, Prolonged 
Unstable Left at 46 MLTTasks 

Matt Breaking Out Began N/A N/A 
Painful Dealing 
Period With MLT 
Ages 35-37, Tasks at 
Left at 37 Age 40 

Greg Marker* Painful Dealt With* Transition , 
Event Transition, MLT Tasks- Then 
Initiated But Painful Structure-
Personal Remained A Period Building 
Transition Priest Ages 46-49, 
At Age 35 Left at 49 

Tim Marker Event Manageable Dealt With* Still* 
Initiated Transition, MLT Tasks- Dealing 
Personal In BOOM, Painful With MLT 
Transition Ages 40-43 Period, Tasks-
At Age 37* Ages 49-51 Unstable 

Dam Transition Painful N/A N/A 
Prolonged- Transition , 
Early MLT Ages 39-40, 
At Age 37* Left at 40 

Pat Unstable- Painful N/A N/A 
Then Began Transition 
MLTAt Ages 38-40, 
Age38 Left at 40 

* Different from Levinson 



Name of 
Resignee 

Jeff 

Chris 

Bart 

Larry 
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Chart lll(c) 
SUMMARY OF THE MEN'S SEQUENCES 

THROUGH THE DEVELOPMENTAL PERIODS 
Early Adult Entry Life Age Thirty 
Transition Structure Transition 
Ages 17-22 Ages 22-28 Ages 28-33 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Relatively 
Smooth 

Unstable 

Questioning 

Unstable 

Unstable 

Unstable 

Serious 
Questioning 

Serious 
Questioning 

Serious 
Questioning 

Serious 
Questioning 
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Chart Ill (c) 
SUMMARY OF THE MEN'S SEQUENCES 

THROUGH THE DEVELOPMENTAL PERIODS 
Name of Culminating Mid- Entry Age 
Resignee Life Life Life Fifty 

Structure Transition Structure Transition 
Ages 33-40 Ages 40-45 Ages 45-50 Ages 50-55 

Jeff Unstable- Manageable Dealt With* Still Dealing 
Lack of Transition, MLT Tasks- With MLT 
Affirmation BOOM, Ages Painful Period Tasks-
From 40-42 and Ages 47-50, Recently 
Religious 42-48 Left at 50 Dealt With 
Order- Sense of 
Later. BOOM* Mortality* 

Chris Unstable- Painful Dealt With N/A 
Then Began Transition MLT Tasks 
MLTat Ages 38-42, Came To Grips 
Age 38 Left at 42 With Personal 

Aging And 
Mortality* 

Bart Attempt To Came To N/A N/A 
Structure- Grips With 
Build With Personal 
Doubt Present- Aging From 
Unstable, Then Ages 38-42 
An Early ML T* 
At Age 32-
Came To 
Grips With 
Mortality-
Left at Age 35 

Larry Unstable Painful Dealt With N/A 
Transition MLTTasks 
Ages 39-43, Came To Grips 
Left at 43 With Personal 

Aging And 
Mortality-* 
Later, Structure-
Building 

* Different from Levinson 



CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purposes of this chapter are: to report conclusions from this study 

relating to Levinson's theory; to summarize their implications; and to suggest 

recommendations for further research. As has already been reported, the intent 

of this thesis was not to confirm or refute Levinson's theory. It was to 

understand the men's adult development by applying Levinson's theory as a 

lens. In that process, however, some input may be made to his theory. Although 

this investigation was not in the depth of Levinson's study, its findings can 

generate additional data which either lend support to his theory or support 

factors which need to be researched further. 

Conclusions 

Levinson postulated a psychosocial theory of adult development. He found 

that the life structure evolved through age-linked alternating structure-building 

and structure-changing developmental periods. The particular essence of each 

period derived from the nature of its tasks. Miserandino (1984), who interviewed 

six religious brothers and four priests from age 37 to 45, supported both of 

Levinson's constructs of alternating and age-linked periods. His focus was on 

early adulthood. After analyzing and synthesizing the data of this study, 

however, on both early and middle adulthoods, this investigator formed two 

principal conclusions. One offers support for Levinson's concept of alternating 

periods while the other questions his construct of age-related periods. 

First Conclusion: Support for Alternating Periods. This thesis found support 

for Levinson's postulation of alternating periods. The men in the study 

progressed through relatively stable and then transitional periods in rotation. In 

the structure-building periods, the men made crucial choices, built their lives 
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around their decisions, and pursued their goals within relatively stable 

structures. Such periods were not necessarily tranquil for them. Questioning 

and personal growth and development occurred in many of the men. Building 

life structures was never entirely stable as stress was involved in the men's 

pursuit of moving onward and upward toward the future. Nevertheless, the life 

structures were satisfactory in the sense of being suitable to the men and viable 

in the world. 

The men also progressed through structure-changing periods. After building 

toward the future, they reappraised their existing lives, examined the potential 

for change within themselves and the world, and began making major choices 

that would form the basis for the ensuing period. In those transitions, they were 

on a boundary between two relatively stable periods. They were in process of 

change and were shifting from one life structure to another. They questioned the 

direction and meaning of their lives, and such re-evaluation initiated a period of 

diffusion and a subsequent reconsolidation of identity for them. 

The men's life structures had become unsatisfactory to them in the sense of 

not being suitable to them personally, not viable in the world, and/or both. For 

many, the life structures seemed to be externally viable but not internally 

suitable. The men reached a point in their lives where neglected aspects of their 

inner lives, such as intimacy, were urgently seeking expression. By the end of 

their personal transitions, the men reaffirmed their existing commitments, 

modified them, or significantly transformed them. 

In summary, the men built and modified their adult life structures. They 

worked on different components of their life structures such as forming and 

modifying their dream, their occupation (ministry), and their intimate 

relationships with women. As they progressed from early adulthood to middle 
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adulthood, they became more individuated by reintegrating the four polarities of 

middle adulthood to some extent. 

Second Conclusion: Age-Linked Periods Questioned . Although this 

investigation supported Levinson's construct of alternating periods, it found that 

his concept of age-related periods did not apply totally to its sample. Levinson's 

finding of specific developmental tasks for separate periods was supported, but 

his finding of age-linked periods, especially in middle adulthood, needs further 

research involving men committed to a Catholic religious faith. Whereas 

Levinson's sample was involved in career advancement and made 

commitments to the marriage/family component of the life structure, the men in 

this study reflected a different component, commitment to a professional 

religious lifestyle. The investigator concluded that his sample of men was a 

unique population and that the institutional nature of the Church and the 

priesthood influenced the men's development in ways that varied from 

Levinson's group. Three principal differences were observed. 

Intimacy. One dissimilarity related to the era of early adulthood where 

Levinson postulated that intimacy was the psychosocial issue that was central 

during the novice phase of young adulthood (age 17 to 33). This finding was 

later supported by Sammon (1982). Using the Age Thirty Transition as his 

focus, he studied 126 religious brothers, 54 seminarians, and 48 priests , age 27 

to 34. Utilizing a mailed questionnaire and tests, he found that, in general, the 

men reported addressing the issue of intimacy during that transition period. 

Further, Miserandino (1984) confirmed Levinson's assertion that men in the 

Entry Life Structure period (age 22 to 28) would be more concerned with 

relationships involving friendship and intimacy than during the Culminating Life 

Structure period (age 33 to 40). 
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In this study, nine men experienced concerns with intimacy during the Age 

Thirty Transition. In addition, five of them initiated a personal relationship with a 

woman. However, seven other men reported concerns with intimacy later than 

the novice phase (age 17 to 33) and did not fall within the age-related timetable 

postulated by Levinson. Three men reported some concerns in their late thirties , 

and four in their early forties. Among the sixteen men, nine as priests 

developed personal relationships with women for the first time in their 

priesthoods in their forties. Another established a relationship when he was fifty 

years old. Consequently, such men did not deal with intimacy within the novice 

phase of young adulthood as postulated by Levinson et al (1978), Sammon 

(1982), and Miserandino (1984). One explanation for the difference is related to 

Vatican II. Those men who experienced totally a pre-Vatican II seminary 

formation developed intimacy concerns and relationships with women later than 

those men who had both a Vatican II and post-Vatican II seminary training. 

Becoming One's Own Man. A second contrast between the findings of 

Levinson and this investigation centered on Levinson's phase of Becoming 

One's Own Man. He concluded that such a career phase occurs between age 

35 to 40. With a few of the men in this study, that finding was confirmed. 

However, in others, it was not. Such men "made it" occupationally later than 

postulated by Levinson. For example, Fred was appointed to his first 

administrative position at the age of 44. Prior to that promotion, he, like several 

of the men in this study, experienced a prolonged graduate education working 

for a doctorate degree. This delayed promotion of a person in religious life, 

however, is common within the structure of the Church, not only because of an 

extended education, but because of the Church's philosophy of advancing men 

principally on age and seniority. In recent years, dioceses and religious orders, 
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to some extent, have been taking into account criteria other than seniority in 

assigning priests to ministries. Also, priests are being consulted in some 

religious settings about their priestly appointments. Those are positive steps in 

building the morale of priests. 

Furthermore, in regard to Becoming One's Own Man, most of the men in this 

study were not motivated by career advancement as were the men in 

Levinson's study. Unlike Levinson who did not specifically report personal 

development in early adulthood, the researcher, like Sammon (1982), found 

growth and development common. The biographies of the resignees in this 

study were evidence of their becoming their own men, not so much in a career 

sense, but in a personal sense. They developed and grew psychosocially. 

They seemed to be examples of people who entered the seminary during the 

Early Adult Transition (age 17 to 22) as "underdeveloped men." They appeared 

to be emotionally immature, socialized to control and to inhibit their emotions 

and sexuality. Their personal growth was delayed. They had few experiences 

of intimacy. Their lives were shaped by the expectations of others rather than by 

self-discovery. When they entered the seminary during the Early Adult 

Transition (Age 17 to 22), they affirmed their strong ties to the familial ethnic and 

religious traditions. They maintained strong continuity in the shift from the pre­

adulthood to early adulthood eras. 

As they progressed through the priesthood and their adult lives, they 

changed into "developing men," and became their own men psychosocially. 

They liberated themselves from their emotional and social insularism. No 

longer was their personal growth suspended. Through crucial marker events, 

their dormant developmental processes were reactivated. Two significant 

marker events that influenced the men were Vatican II and a personal 
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relationship with a woman. The experience with a woman seemed to be the 

most powerful event to reinitiate personal growth and development in priests 

and to stimulate a personal transition. Because of a personal relationship with 

a woman, the men released their controls, inhibitions, and defense mechanisms 

and experienced life fully as men for the first time. 

Developmental Tasks of the Mid-life Transition. A final variation between 

the findings of Levinson and this research focused around the developmental 

tasks of the Mid-life Transition. In this study, two groups were reported. Many of 

the men dealt with the transition's developmental tasks between age 40 to 45 

as reported by Levinson. The majority of the men, however, had minimal 

consciousness of personal aging and mortality. Acute awareness did not occur 

until after they left the priesthood. Perhaps those whose personal development 

is slowed and who live in an institutional cocoon really were buffered from the 

precipitating personal experiences of the secular world. This finding contrasts 

with Levinson's report that 80% of is sample experienced tumultuous 

struggles in every area of their lives during the Mid-life Transition. 

Another group of men did not deal with the Mid-life Transition tasks until their 

late forties or early fifties. These men reported only a minimal sense of aging 

and/or mortality. Again, such an awakening of those personal processes did 

not happen until after they left the priesthood. For example, aging became a 

conscious factor for two of the four men after they left. They were refused jobs in 

their early fifties because of their advancing age. In regard to a sense of 

personal mortality, one of the four men has not dealt with it at all, and he 

currently is 52 years old. Another recently experienced it in his mid-fifties 

because of a heart attack. The men also dealt with the other mid-life polarites at 

a later age from Levinson's sample. 
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Implications and Recommendations 

The priesthood as an institution requires men to adjust themselves to its 

expectations and defines the role of the priest. The biographies in this study 

revealed the nature of the priesthood as one that delays a man's "growing up," 

postpones his assuming personal responsibility for his life, and prolongs 

dependency. This unique nature of the priesthood's expectations forms the 

basis of the implications and recommendations presented in light of the 

differences noted to contrast with Levinson's age-related finding. 

Intimacy. As noted, some of the men first experienced intimacy concerns 

later than the novice phase of early adulthood. The writer believes that the 

celibate commitment made by the men at ordination was a powerful barrier in 

their establishing personal relationships with women. This was especially true 

for the men who experienced a pre-Vatican II seminary formation totally. It took 

them a longer time to overcome their defense mechanisms because of their 

home and seminary formations which seemed to inhibit their individualities and 

emotions. The celibate commitment made this sample of men very different 

from Levinson's sample who had the freedom to marry and did. 

Instead of suppressing the priests' sexual awakening and their development 

of relationships with women, the hierarchy and the men's colleagues might 

better help them face those emerging challenges which are truly human and 

ordinary psychosocial concerns. The men should not be isolated from others as 

a means to invite their conformity; instead, they should be encouraged to 

accept and integrate their sexual feelings and identities. One such affirmation 

was found in the biography of Nick. His religious superior provided a 

supporting milieu which helped Nick to understand and to integrate his newly 

discovered and emerging feelings in a personal relationship with Heather. A 
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married priesthood would be one way to assist men to integrate their intimacy 

and sexuality. 

Becoming One's Own Man. The men in Levinson's study sought "career 

advancement" whereas the priests did not. The men as seminarians and 

priests were socialized to restrain their emotions and to sacrifice their 

individualities and longings for the greater good of the Church. They were 

taught not to seek false security in worldly possessions such as personal 

knowledge, ambition, and power. Instead, they were trained to imitate Christ by 

consecrating their lives to Him in poverty, chastity, and obedience. If they were 

ordained religious order priests, they would make such promises in vows. If 

they were diocesan priests, they would make a promise of chastity and of 

obedience to their ordinary, the local bishop of the diocese. 

Unlike Levinson's sample, some of the men in this study "made it" 

occupationally at a later age than postulated by him. The priesthood appears to 

foster Becoming One's Own Man at a later period in life. For example, it is 

customary for a diocesan priest to be promoted to a pastorship around age 50 , 

twenty-five years after ordination. Consequently, the sample of men in this study 

was different from Levinson's group, and the different ages for "making it" can 

be explained by the nature of the priesthood. Promoting priests to responsible 

administrative duties earlier instead of just by seniority and age would be a 

positive step in promoting personal growth and development of priests in young 

adulthood. As has already been reported, the Church has begun to move in that 

direction. 

Also, regarding "Becoming One's Own Man," the priests in this study 

principally did so psychosocially rather than vocationally as reported by 

Levinson. A combination of inner evolution (a need for intimacy) and outer 
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marker events combined to initiate personal growth and development in the 

men. Such psychosocial development should be fostered by the Church. It is 

stifled at great cost to the individual and his ministry. The researcher realizes 

that there is a conflict between the expectations of the institutional Church, on 

the one hand, and the men's personal psychosocial growth toward greater 

inward maturity, on the other hand. Nevertheless, he feels that the Church, 

considering both polarities, can balance the scales by providing the men with 

more opportunities for individual freedom and responsibility. 

Ways To Promote Personal Growth and Development. How can the Church 

resolve the conflicting priorities of institutional need and the men's personal 

growth and development? The solution may be found in granting priests more 

personal freedom to develop more maturely as men, as ordinary human 

beings. The researcher feels that the men should be allowed more 

responsibility in regard to their own lives and ministries. Two of many possible 

areas include: (1) freedom to choose optional celibacy; and (2) more freedom to 

define their identities. 

Freedom To Choose Optional Celibacy. To have the freedom to decide on 

optional celibacy is one way of promoting men's individual growth and 

development. Men, who are priests, made permanent commitments to the 

priesthood and to celibacy at ordination. At the time they received the 

sacrament of Holy Orders, they were young men in early adulthood and made 

commitments before they could explore the world of occupations and intimate 

relationships. For all the men of this study, the issue of intimacy became a 

compelling concern. 

Although celibacy is a central part of today's Catholic tradition for priests, 

religious sisters, and religious brothers, it was not a requirement in the past. 
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Prior to the twelfth century, some popes, bishops, and priests married in full 

accord with Church law. From the twelfth century, however, celibacy became 

the law for those men who wanted to commit themselves to the ordained 

priesthood. According to Sammon (1983), the Church introduced celibacy for 

numerous reasons. By being celibate, a priest would be available for ministry 

full-time. He would love everyone equally and generously by not sharing his 

life with just one person. He would remain celibate for the sake of the Kingdom. 

He was expected to sacrifice human intimacy with another person freely and 

gladly in order to carry part of Christ's cross. There are other reasons also, but 

they are not within the scope of this thesis. 

The results of this study on this issue were clear. All sixteen men 

experienced serious concerns with intimacy at one time or another. They moved 

away from diocesan living or religious order community living which was lonely 

for them and moved toward intimacy with a woman outside of their existing 

modes of living. In their search for self-esteem, they related with women who 

cared for them and responded to them with value, respect, and esteem in a 

naturally human way. Such a personal relationship, a profound human marker 

event for each of the men, precipitated "interiority" and a personal transition in 

them. For many, such an intimate relationship was the first they had ever 

experienced with a woman. 

Celibacy needs to be re-evaluated within the current structure of the Church. 

"Committed celibacy" is a prerequisite for ordination to the priesthood. Yet, the 

Church currently recognizes married priests who are actively functioning in the 

Eastern Catholic rite and some special cases of married priests who are 

functioning in the Western Catholic rite, the rite of the men in this study. 

Moreover, the Church teaches that a man remains a priest forever even after he 
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leaves the insititutional priesthood. 

Furthermore , Popes Pius XII, John XXIII, Paul VI, John Paul I, and John Paul 

II (the latter has not dispensed many men) have dispensed thousands of 

resignees and given permission for them to marry on condition they resign their 

ministeries. Although the Church, then, presently requires a commitment to 

celibacy and has reaffirmed its position for "committed celibacy" for men 

desiring to become priests, it appears as if seeds may be planted for a possible 

change in the future. Granting dispensations to priests who leave to marry is 

theologically allowing priests to marry with permission. The next logical step is 

to allow married priests to minister in the Church. Many of the men in this study 

hope such authorization will occur in their lifetimes. However, they doubt that 

this permission will be granted soon. 

As Levinson's theory so clearly points out, people normally question their 

lives in progress. When men are ordained as priests, they usually are in young 

adulthood and have not experienced exploration of occupations and intimate 

relationships. Their commitments to values, to God, as well as to abstention 

from intimate relationships were made in sincerity and with conviction. But 

through the natural course of adult development and the evolution of their 

particular adult life structures, they realized that to be true to themselves and to 

others , they needed to actualize other potentialities. 

The men's decisions to leave were a result of further adult growth and not a 

betrayal of their religious commitments. Levinson's theory, in its postulation of 

transitions , has contributed significantly to the Church in helping it to 

understand that transitional, questioning periods are a normal part of adult 

development. Such periods of self-doubt are foundations for inner development 

within adults. Because the priests in this study were conscious of breaking a 
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commitment, they anguished over their dilemmas. Their biographies 

demonstrated how difficult their decisions were for them. 

Yet, commitments do change as people progress through their adult life 

structures. Although the virtue of fidelity to one's commitments applies to 

stability, it also applies to change. Sammon (1983) expresses the viewpoint of 

this investigator: 

The practice of fidelity as a virtue cannot be equated with the 
keeping of commitments. Perseverance can be a poor measure of 
fidelity. Sometimes, a relationship does or needs to be brought to 
an end. Clinging to commitments solely because they have been 
promised or vowed, persevering in them even though the results 
are poisoned relationships, destructiveness, and a lack of life, is 
an exercise in pseudocommitment rather than fidelity. The virtue 
of fidelity is exercised in change as well as stability. There are 
times when fidelity to oneself, others, and God calls for an 
acknowledgment that a commitment has died (p. 188). 

After several of the men left the priesthood, they reported that they were 

ostracized for their decisions, to some extent, by the Church, their religious 

order, their diocese, and/or their priest-friends . Today, there are indications 

that the Church is attempting to deal with the men's leaving in a more 

constructive way. Such an endeavor is to be encouraged. 

More Freedom To Define Their Identities. Another way of promoting personal 

development is to give priests more freedom in defining who they are 

vocationally instead of prescribing priestly identities for them. As the 

biographies reported, many of the personal dreams of the priests had to be 

forsaken for a time or forever as the Church, religious order, and/or the diocese 

did not affirm them, but defined their priestly identities for them. In such 

instances, the men experienced identity confusion. They were in cognitive 

conflict as they felt a discrepancy between their personal identity, on the one 

hand, and the identity defined by the Church, on the other hand. The 

recommendation is not for personal growth and developmental experiences to 
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the exclusion of institutional needs. Institutional aims and personal 

development need to be reconciled without ignoring either one. Yet, the 

biographies of the men clearly revealed that personal growth and development 

is needed if a priest is to express his humanity fully. How the Church will 

respond to this challenge is a good topic for further research. The election of 

priest senates by their peers to advise the bishops on matters concerning 

priests is already in operation in many dioceses. That democratic process is 

one example of a positive change which has occurred since 1970 to help 

priests develop and grow personally. 

Developmental Tasks of the Mid-life Transition. A final contrast between 

Levinson's findings and this researcher's pertains to the developmental tasks of 

the Mid-life Transition. Levinson found that men usually dealt with particular 

developmental tasks between the ages of 40 and 45. This writer found his 

sample dealt with some of the tasks at a later age. The ages especially at which 

the men began to deal with personal aging and mortality intrigued him. He 

speculates that the nature of the priesthood encouraged a belief in the 

immortality of the soul and the resurrection of the body. The person's life would 

take on a new mode of living in a future world. Such a faith in the life hereafter, 

instilled in the men during their seminary days, influenced them to think of the 

future world rather than their life here on earth. 

There are other explanations that may explain why the resignees 

experienced a sense of aging and mortality later than Levinson's sample. This 

investigator feels that the nature of the Church delayed the men's assuming 

responsibility and prolonged their dependency. This socialization of the men 

produced a youthful mentality which did not consciously deal with personal 

aging and mortality. Further, the Church provided security for the men who did 
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not need to be concerned about material needs in a competitive and stressful 

secular world. The men did not need to think of aging and mortality. After 

leaving, however, several of the men stated that the change from celibacy to 

marriage was not the biggest adjustment for them. Instead, the change from 

priestly poverty to secular poverty was the most difficult. The religious order 

priests who had made a vow of poverty especially reported that finding. They 

mentioned that they were given almost everything in the priesthood and never 

experienced a real sense of their promise of poverty. When they left, however, 

they were on their own in a different world, a secular one. They had to fend for 

themselves, and they no longer fe lt the security of the priesthood. 

Consequently, they experienced the real sense of their vow of poverty. 

Also, the men were immersed in their ministries and did not have time to think 

of aging and mortality. Some of them were happy in their priestly apostolates 

and only encountered a problem with intimacy at a later age. Furthermore, 

several of the men experienced those personal processes more fully after 

leaving. Such confrontation resulted from the nature of the secular world when 

the men either went job hunting or had to rear children. Age became more 

pronounced when they were refused jobs because of their advancing age and 

when they experienced fatherhood and began to rear their children. Moreover, 

marker events like a heart attack or learning that a "significant other" had died 

also precipitated awareness of those processes. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

As the results of this study demonstrated, additional research is needed in 

several different areas. One important area which needs further researching is 

the balancing of the institutional expectations of the priesthood with the 

personal growth and development of priests. Both are important, but a better 



278 

synthesis is needed using adult development theory. With the modifications 

already noted from this study, Levinson's theory may better serve an 

understanding of religious professionals from a developmental point of view. To 

understand men committed to a religious life style and the men in this study, 

however, it is important to realize that they are not just bound by their own 

psychosocial development. As Catholics, they are also part of a storied people, 

the Christian story. 

Another crucial realm is the personal identity of resignees. This study 

demonstrated that the men who left the institutional priesthood reported diverse 

identities due to the permanent theological character of priesthood which was 

imprinted on their souls at ordination. After leaving, some men relinquished 

their dream of the priesthood whereas others, who identified themselves as 

"married priests," were still holding on to their vision in hope that the Church 

would allow them to minister as priests once again. Research is needed to 

study resignees, especially their dreams and identities. As it stands today, there 

is no one way the men can identify themselves and also no one way for others 

to identify them. Research may throw a clearer light on this identity confusion. 

Also, research applying Levinson's theory is needed to study men who 

remain as priests to determine if they would report psychosocial development 

different from Levinson's sample or similar to this researcher's investigation. A 

comparative study between those priests who remained as priests and those 

who left would increase the knowledge base of Levinson's theory. This study, 

too, has set the background for further investigation into middle adulthood. 

Levinson has studied early adulthood more deeply than middle adulthood 

although he currently is researching it. Nevertheless, this study raises areas for 

additional research in middle adulthood, such as intimacy and the 
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developmental tasks of the Mid-life Transition. Personal aging and mortality 

also are topics which should be further investigated as well as Levinson's 

concepts of the "mentor," and "special woman," to ascertain if such transitional 

figures are operative in middle adulthood as well as in young adulthood. This 

writer speculates that both of those transitional figures can be operative in 

middle adulthood as middle agers change their careers or life-styles. 

Furthermore, Levinson's theory can be applied to men who entered the 

priesthood in the 1970's and subsequently left to determine if a different cohort 

of subjects would bring any new insights into his theory. 

Levinson's theory can also be applied to women religious professionals 

separately to determine what differences exist. A balanced conception of adult 

development should include both men and women. Studying women religious 

professionals would enhance Levinson's theory. Interviewing both resignees 

and their wives in the same endeavor would also be a good research project 

because wives would include another perspective to understand the men more 

fully. 

Additional research can also center on studying the feasibility of having men 

delay their religious commitments to the priesthood. In other words, invite 

candidates at an older age after they had an opportunity to explore the world of 

work and the field of intimate relationships. Such an attempt would prevent 

identity foreclosure which was found in the men in this study. There is a recent 

tendency of seminarians to be older. Such a practice should be further 

evaluated. Levinson has reported how important it is to balance both 

exploration and commitment during early adulthood within one's adult life 

structure. 

This study has demonstrated the importance of intimacy in the lives of priests. 
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Further research can focus on seminary formation especially on the natural 

developmental psychoscial issue of intimacy. Applying Levinson's theory may 

be a helpful support in that endeavor. Seminaries today are attempting to deal 

with the intimacy issue. Psychologists are invited to discuss such 

developmental concerns with the seminarians. The writer recommends that 

future research include Levinson's theory with the modifications noted in this 

chapter to understand the men from an adult developmental point of view and to 

make curriculum changes in seminaries. The men not only experienced 

intimacy later than Levinson's sample, but they also became fathers later. They 

had to rear children and to come to grips with the secular world at a different 

age than Levinson's group. Research in that area would be beneficial too. 

As already reported, there is a conflict between the institutional needs of the 

Church and the priesthood, on the one hand, and the personal development of 

priests, on the other hand. Nevertheless, one of the principal aims of seminary 

education should be the promotion of individual and full human development. 

Education for an all-around adult growth and development should be a norm. 

The resignees' biographies have demonstrated the consequences of requiring 

priests to suppress part of their humanity. Further, they have directed attention 

to the importance of developing the whole person. 

This investigation has demonstrated that priests are ordinary human beings 

subject to the same principles of human development as other adults. They 

should be encouraged to discover and to express their full humanity. This can 

be done in two ways. First, reductionism, such as the pre-Vatican II emphasis 

on the concept of man as a "rational animal," should be modified. A human 

person is more than just rationality. Second, one-sided human development 

such as "committed celibacy" which prevents the full development of every 
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individual's potential should be re-evaluated and changed and perhaps, 

optional celibacy offered. By being allowed a choice through responsible 

freedom and informed decision-making, a person can construct and contribute 

to his own personal development. This study has focused on the growth and 

development of American resigned priests in a democratic society and has 

suggested that seminary and priestly education educate the whole person. 

Mosher (1979) clearly identified the essence of such holistic developmental 

education in a democratic society such as ours: 

The aim of a democratic education is the full development of every 
individual's potential. It produces whole people. It is unfortunate 
that that term has become cliched. Rationality, character, ego, 
social contribution, the aesthetic, a sound body, emotion, work, 
and soul are integral parts of the human being and his potential; 
they constitute the ninefold helix that is everyone's birthright (p. 
515) . 
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Appendix A 

SPECIMEN OF RESCRIPT OF LAICIZATION (S.C. DOCT. FlO., 1980) PRIVATE 

Presented here is an English version of a rescript of laicization as currently 

issued by the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. Prot. N. 

Father , a priest of the (Arch) Diocese of , has 

petitioned a dispensation from priestly celibacy. 

His holiness, Pope Paul II, after having received a report on the case from the 

Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith on (date, month, year), has 

granted the request but with the following provisions: 

1. The rescript has its effect from the moment of notification made to the 

petitioner by the competent ecclesiastical authority, and inseparably includes a 

dispensation from the priestly celibacy and, at the same time, loss of the clerical 

state. The petitioner never has the right to separate those two elements, that is, 

to accept the first and refuse the second. If the petitioner is a religious, the 

rescript also contains a dispensation from the vows. Further, the said rescript 

carries with it, insofar as it is necessary, absolution from censures, not excepting 

the excommunication which may have incurred because of a marriage 

attempted by the parties; it also includes legitimation of offspring. 

2. Let notice of the grant of dispensation be recorded in the baptismal register 

of the petitioner's parish. 

3. With regard to the celebration of a canonical marriage, the norms set down 

in the Code of Canon Law must be applied. The Ordinary, however, should 

take care that the matter be discreetly handled without pomp or external display. 

4. The ecclesiastical authority to whom it belongs to communicate the rescript 

to the petitioner should earnestly exhort him to take part in the life of the People 

of God in a manner consonant with his new mode of living, to give edification, 
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and thus show himself a most loving son of the Church. However, at the same 

time , he should be informed of the following points. 

a) the dispensed priest automatically loses the rights proper to the clerical 

state as well as ecclesiastical dignities and offices; he is no longer bound by 

other obligations connected with the clerical state. 

b) he remains excluded from the exercise of the sacred ministry, with the 

exception of those functions mentioned in canons 882 and 892, 82, and, as a 

result , he may not give a homily. Moreover, he may not function as 

extraordinary minister in the distribution of Holy Communion nor may he 

discharge any directive office of the pastoral field; 

c) similarly, he may not discharge any function in seminaries or equivalent 

institutions. In other institutions of higher studies which are in any way whatever 

dependent upon ecclesiastical authority, he may not exercise the function of 

director, or office of teaching; 

d) however, in those institutions of higher studies which are not dependent 

upon ecclesiastical authority, he may not teach any discipline which is properly 

theological or closely connected with the same; 

e) on the other hand, in institutions of lower studies, which are dependent 

upon ecclesiastical authority, he may not exercise the function of director of the 

office of teaching unless the Ordinary , in keeping with the prudent judgment and 

provided that there is no scandal , shall have decided to decree otherwise as far 

as the office of teaching is concerned. 

5. As a rule , the priest who has been dispensed from priestly celibacy, and , 

all the more so, a priest who has married, ought to stay away from places where 

his previous status is known. Nevertheless, the Ordinary of the place where the 

petitioner is staying , after he has listened, insofar as it may be necessary, to the 
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Ordinary of incardination or the major religious superior, will be able to 

dispense from that clause attached to the rescript, if it is foreseen that the 

presence of the petitioner will not beget scandal. 

6. Lastly, some work of piety or charity should be imposed on him. At an 

opportune time, however, a brief report should be made to the Sacred 

Congregation on his performance , and, finally, if there should be any 

wonderment on the part of the faithful , let a prudent explanation be provided. 

All things to the contrary notwithstanding. 

From the offices of the S. C. for the Doctrine of the Faith , on the (date, month , 

year). 

(Private); S.C. Doct. Fid. , rescript , 1980; translated from the original of such a 

rescript. 

Ex officio Reduction of priest to lay state. See c. 2300; S.C. Doct. Fid. , 26 

June, 1978. 

From The Canon Law Digest, Vol. 9, (pp. 99-101) by J. O'Connor, 1983. 

Chicago: St. Mary of the Lake Seminary. Copyright 1983. Rescript reprinted 

by permission of the author. 
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Appendix B 

THE SIXTEEN DOCUMENTS OF VATICAN II (1962-1965) 

A. Constitutions 

1. Dogmatic Constitution on the Church. This document set the theological 

basis for all other council documents. It described the laity and hierarchy as 

"members of the people of God," and forbade any separation between them. 

This constitution portrayed the bishops and the pope as a "college" with the 

pope as the head. It implied a greater sharing by the bishops in the exercise of 

the authority of the Church and gave the bishops a larger role in Church 

government. 

2. Dogmatic Constjtutjon on Divine Revelation. This document stressed the 

importance of the Bible and narrowed the differences between Roman 

Catholics and Protestants on the issue of divine revelation. 

3. Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy. This document permitted the use of the 

vernacular (local language) in place of Latin in parts of the Mass. The Mass 

liturgy was revised to allow greater participation by the congregation .. 

4. Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World. This document 

was the first ecumenical document to be addressed to all mankind, not just 

Roman Catholics. In the first part, the Church rejected atheism but respected 

atheists. In the second part, the Church considered urgent problems facing 

mankind. Family, social. economic, and political problems were discussed. 

War was condemned but national self-defense was accepted. 

5. Decree on the Instruments of Social Communication. This document 

declared that means of communication such as the press and motion pictures 

should be used for moral purposes. 

6. Decree on ecumenism, This document pledged the Church to work for the 
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unity of all Christianity, and encouraged Roman Catholics to participate in the 

ecumenical movement. 

7. Decree on Eastern Catholic Churches. This document reasserted the 

equality of Eastern Rite Catholic churches with the Western Latin rite. 

8. Decree on the Bishops Pastoral Office in the Church. This document 

discussed in detail the collegiality of bishops described in the Dogmatic 

Constitution on the Church. It directed the bishops to form national and 

regional conferences to meet local conditions and problems. The document 

called for a synod of bishops to meet with the pope periodically in Rome to act 

as an international senate or advisory board. 

9. Decree on Priestly Formation. This document urged reforms in both the 

intellectual and spiritual training of candidates for the priesthood. It granted 

national Church leaders more authority to regulate seminaries. 

10. Decree on the Appropriate Renewal of the Religious Life This document 

gave directions for modernizing the religious life of monks, priests, brothers, and 

nuns. 

11. Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity. This document expanded the 

examination of the role of Catholic laymen in Church affairs described in the 

Constitution on the Church. The decree urged the laity to use its initiative in 

both religious and temporal affairs. 

12. Decree on the Ministry and Life of Priests. This document reaffirmed the 

laws of celibacy (unmarried state) for Roman Catholic priests, without modifying 

the Eastern Rite discipline allowing married or celibate clergy. 

13. Decree on the Church's Missionary Activity. This document called for 

greater cooperation and support between well-established churches and 

missionary churches. 
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14. Declaration on Christian Formation. This document endorsed the rights 

of parents to choose freely the type of education they wish for their children . 

15. Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Re liQ ions. 

This document emphasized the respect owed to all men as sons of a common 

Creator. The declaration condemned any form of discrimination, particularly 

anti-Semitism. It stated the Jews had no collective responsability for the death 

of Christ. 

16. Declaration on ReliQious Freedom. This document stated that all persons 

have the right to religious freedom. This was a dramatic change in the Church's 

historical position. The declaration, however, repeated the Church's claim to be 

the one true faith. 

Source: W.M. Abbott & J. Gallagher (1966). The documents of Vatican II . 
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Appendix C 
CONTRAST OF LEVINSON'S CHANGING NOMENCLATURE 

Developmental Periods and Chronological Ages 
Original �N�Q�m�~�n�Q�i�a�t�!�.�m�~� (1978) �C�u�r�r�~�n�t� �N�Q�m�~�n�Q�i�a�t�u�r�~� (1986) 
1. Early Adult Transition 1. Early Adult Transition 

age 17- 22 age 17- 22 

2. Entering the Adult World 2. Building an Entry Life Structure for 

age 22-28 Early Adulthood 

age 22- 28 

3. Age Thirty Transition 3. Age Thirty Transition 

age 28- 33 age 28- 33 

4. Settling Down 4. Building Culminating Life Structure 

age 33- 40 for Early Adulthood 

age 33- 40 

5. Mid-Life Transition 5. Mid-Life Transition 

age 40-45 age 40- 45 

6. Entering Middle Adulthood 6. Building an Entry Life Structure for 

age 45-50 Middle Adulthood 

age 45- 50 

7. Age Fifty Transition 7. Age Fifty Transition 

age 50- 55 age 50- 55 

8. Culmination of Middle Adulthood 8. Building a Culminating Life 

age 55-60 Structure for Middle 

Adulthood 

age 55- 60 

9. Late Adult Transition 9. Late Adult Transition 

age 60- 65 age 60- 65 
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Appendix D 

RESEARCH ON WOMEN APPLYING LEVINSON'S THEORY 

Literature applying Levinson's theory to women will be reported. Studies of 

early adulthood, middle adulthood, and both early and middle adulthoods will 

be reviewed. Additionally, a dissertation where the age levels of the subjects 

were not included will be discussed. As noted in this thesis, Levinson 

interviewed 45 women, and the results of his research are scheduled for 

publication in the Fall of 1986. 

Research on Early Adulthood 

Stewart (1977) studied the formation of the early adult life structure in 

women. Her research was the first attempt to apply and test Levinson's theory 

(whose book was printed one year after her dissertation) with women. Stewart 

(1977) found both similarities and dissimilarities with Levinson' theory: 

The findings suggest that women's development parallels men's in 
the late teens and early twenties, may diverge considerably during 
the twenties, and by age 30, when both sexes have the 
opportunity to reassess their life structures, women must come to 
terms with the issues of marriage and parenting in both a 
quantitatively and qualitatively different way than is the case for 
men (p. 3828). 

The findings supported Levinson's premise that early adulthood 

development occurs over four age-linked periods. Women were found to form 

an early life structure which was more complex and more difficult than men 

because "traditionally female goals are not valued in the culture, while at the 

same time, women are severely sanctioned for not succeeding at them" (p. 

3828). Stewart suggested using the theory of adult development in 

psychotherapy. Her research, however, raised cautions in applying Levinson's 

theory to women unless females were involved as subjects in future research. 

Taylor (1981) interviewed seven women, ages 35 to 42, from different socio-
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cultural and occupational settings, to study their life structures. She reported 

two general findings. First, the process of life structure followed the same 

transitional and stable periods proposed by Levinson. Taylor, however, 

suggested that the concept "Becoming One's Own Man" be modified to 

"Declaring Oneself" a gender-free term. Second,"the content of individual life 

structures varied among women and between periods in each woman's li fe , 

with component relationships seen to embody particular needs of person and of 

world" (p. 11968). Taylor also found different "bio-social contexts" for women 

than for men: 

Contrasts with male patterns described by Levinson reflect 
differences in women's and men's bio-social contexts. For 
instance, family-centered women were not preoccupied with 
ascending an occupational "ladder" since their workplace is not 
hierarchically organized . .. And multiple "dreams" 
(representations of oneself-in-world) were more characteristic for 
them than single dreams, sustained throughout early adulthood, 
found for men (p. 11968). 

Like Stewart , Taylor also suggested the use of a theory of adult development 

for psychotherapeutic work. 

Alexander (1980) interviewed 37 women between the ages of19 and 36 

drawn from three institutions of higher learning in the Boston area. Her study, 

considered as part of a trilogy, was conducted simultaneously with the research 

of Zubrod(1980) who studied 30 women between the ages of 32 and 44 and 

with Goodman (1980) who studied 30 women between the ages of 45 and 60. 

In total , they analyzed data on women from age 19 to 60 years of age. 

Alexander found differences in the life structures of women during the novice 

phase of early adulthood than those Levinson found in men: 

The major findings of this study indicated that the life structures of 
the women studied did exhibit different shapes during the major 
developmental periods in the novice phase of early adulthood 
than Levinson described for men .. . The crucial difference seemed 
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to be in Levinson's view that occupation is central to a man's life 
and that men come to a resolution of Erikson's stage of Identity vs. 
Identity Diffusion in the Early Adult Transition, while women were 
invested in finding a balance between work and intimacy and 
continued work on identity formation through the twenties 
(p.2326A). 

Zubrod (1980) interviewed 30 women between the ages of 32 and 45 based 

on a stratified sample in one urban and one rural community. Zubrod was 

primarily interested in the transition into middle adulthood and found support for 

that developmental period: 

It was found that women experience an Age Thirty Transition and a 
Mid-Life Transition, as well as some specific, age-related 
developmental changes in the decade of their 30's. For example , 
participants developed a greater sense of responsibility to 
themselves, became more autonomous and introspective, 
developed a need to do 'something significant' and initiated a life 
review between the ages of 28 and 42 (p. 18998). 

Zubrod thus found support for Levinson's theory especially for the broad 

outlines of the developmental periods and for the processes of development 

such as individuation and introspection. It is difficult, however, to compare and 

to contrast Levinson's sample with Zubrod's sample since they were of a 

different cohort. 

DiCicco (1982) interviewed 40 middle class women between the ages 35 

and 40 who became mothers early (prior to age 25) or late (after age 30) . There 

were 20 subjects in each group. She was interested in determining if there were 

any developmental differences between early mothers and later mothers. She 

found support for the premise that there were differences: 

Women of both groups experienced the series of four 
developmental periods spanning the early adult years proposed 
by Levinson , but differences between the groups and with 
Levinson's men were noted. Early mothers in their twenties were 
significantly less exploratory and more committed than late 
mothers. The thirties for both groups varied from men in being a 
time of increased ambition and individuation rather than "Settl ing 
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Down." ... The study concluded that the timing of maternity does 
contribute to differences among women in the course of their 
development and that female development varies in important 
ways from that of men, particularly in the role of affiliation as well 
as achievement (p. 19738). 

Furst (1984) interviewed eight women between the ages of 34 and 44 to 

explore the role of the dream in early adulthood. Her research supported 

Levinson's findings of alternating structure-building and structure-changing 

periods, of the importance of spousal and mentorial relationships in nurturing 

the dream of the woman, and of the dream representing the woman's purpose 

in life leading to choices and decisions. She found the dreams of women to be 

different from the dreams of men described by Levinson: 

Women's dreams appear to differ from men's in that they are 
fantasies about a kind of life-style or environmental context for the 
life rather than the more specifically occupational dreams of 
Levinson's male subjects. And, unlike Stewart's female subjects, 
these women did not abandon the initial focus of their dreams. 
Rather, they came to place equal emphasis on both occupation 
and relationships, adding the neglected emphasis to the initial one 
during the Age Thirty Transition (p. 22438). 

Newton (1985) studied the manifest content of 400 dreams of 40 women from 

two groups: (I) college undergraduates, ages 19 to 21, whose ages placed them 

within the Early Adult Transition; and (2) college graduates, ages 24 to 28, 

whose ages placed them within the Entry Life Structure of early adulthood of 

Levinson's theory. Newton(1985) said, "Their dreams were analyzed for 

thematic differences using a modified version of Hall and Van de Castle's 

manifest dream content classificatory system" (p. 31 08). Two hypotheses were 

postulated: (I) The Early Adult Transition group would report more dreams about 

family of origin; and (2) The Entry Life Structure group would report more 

dreams of work, school, romance, and motherhood. Support was found only for 

the second hypothesis: The Entry Life Structure group reported more dreams of 
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childbirth/childcare than the Early Adult Transition group. 

Research in Middle Adulthood 

Three dissertations have applied Levinson's theory to women within the era 

of middle adulthood. Brown (1983) studied married, academic women during 

the Mid-Life Transition to determine if they struggled with the same 

developmental tasks as the men in Levinson's study. Brown found both 

resemblances and dissimilitudes with Levinson's theory. First, the likenesses: 

The findings were that women follow the same developmental 
patterns as the men in Levinson's study. There were four major 
areas where these women differed from the developmental 
patterns of men. These areas were: the Identity Process, the 
Dream, the Modification of their careers, and family as having 
prime importance over career(p. 42A). 

The unlikenesses with Levinson's theory included: 

(1) Women experience a mid-life transition but it is not age-related ; 

(2) Women experience having two dreams, a 'relational dream' of 
marriage and family, and an 'occupational dream' of career; and 

(3) The identity process for married, academic women was 
focused on motherhood and career (p. 42A). 

Goodman (1980) interviewed 30 women between the ages 45 and 60. 

Levinson's finding of a crisis-type transition was not supported. Goodman 

developed a seven-part typology of women from the data which is reproduced 

below: 

(1) Enablers (the majority)-- identified themselves as homemakers. 

(2) Independent Enablers -- self-confident women with a strong 
sense of self. 

(3) Dependent Enablers --take-me-along wives whose identity 
was contingent upon their husbands. 

(4) Resigned Women --women who acquiesced to life and wanted 
to live out their lives without change. 

(5) Careerjsts-those whose main identity was linked with work 
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rather than family. 

(6) Defectors--those who wanted to shed their family anchors 
todevelop a sense of 'Me." 

(7) Uncompleted--those in the empty nest stage of life who longed 
to make a statement of their own but lacked confidence to take 
action (p. 19738). 

Droege (1982) studied 12 women between the ages of 44 and 53 to learn 

how women build an Entry Life Structure in middle adulthood. Her research 

supported Levinson's finding that the era of middle adulthood is qualitatively 

different from the era of early adulthood. She found the concepts of the dream, 

special man, and the Jungian polarites helpful in understanding the adult 

development of the women Three women formed individualistic dreams 

whereas the majority of the women formed relational or split dreams (dreams 

that combined both the individualistic and the relational dreams). The mentor 

concept had less significance in middle adulthood than it did in early adulthood. 

Research Spanning Both Early Adulthood and Middle Adulthood 

Hochman (1984) interviewed nine married Jewish women to describe and 

analyze their development in relation to Levinson's theory. She was especially 

interested in the role of religion and ethnicity in the lives of her subjects from 

preadulthood to adulthood. Her study supported Levinson's finding of the 

development of the life structure through eras and periods. Hochman (1984) 

also found differences between Levinson's theory and her research: 

Differences were found in content and focus of developmental 
tasks and are attributed largely to the subjects' sexual and ethnic 
identities and to their time and place in the American culture. The 
ethnic identity of the subjects was found to impact on their lives 
and developmental patterns in varying degrees and manner 
beginning in childhood and continuing through adulthood. A 
major difference found between the women of this study and 
Levinson's was in the women's early focus on relationships rather 
than on career. Differences were found also in the nature of the 
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relationships described by women and men (p. 51 A). 

Ruffin (1985) interviewed eight black women between the ages of 40 and 50 

as well as administering the Thematic Apperception Test. Two black women 

were included in each of four professional groups: nursing, teaching, business, 

and law. Her findings both supported and differed with Levinson's: 

The findings provided support for Levinson's proposition that 
developmental change is expressed through changes in the life 
structure. However, the findings provided inconclusive support for 
Levinson's premises that the life course evolves with alternating 
stable and transitional periods and, that there is an average, most 
frequent age for the onset and completion of each developmental 
period (p.17008). 

Ruffin proposed two revisions in Levinson's theory to more adequately 

include female development. The first suggestion involved including within the 

novice phase of early adulthood the "developmental task of managing one's 

sexuality and choices regarding childrearing" (p. 17008). The second 

suggestion was to include as an alternative to Levinson's conception of 

development from ages 33 to 40 "the developmental task of integation of needs 

for independence and for interdependence" (p. 17008). 

8random (1985) completed a study of 28 novels which included female 

professors as protagonists or major characters. She was interested in female 

adult development as portrayed in novels (1940-1981 ). Using Levinson's age­

linked-schemata, she divided the characters into three stages: Early, from 20 to 

40 years of age; Middle, from 40 to 60; and Late, from age 60 on. 

8random (1985) reported that the results indicated that the females in the 

novels represented the developmental eras as proposed by Levinson with the 

exception of middle adulthood: 

(1) Middle adult fictional women professors were developmentally 
characterized by their transient lifestyles. 

(2) Middle adult fictional women professors lacked any type of 
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successful resolvement of developmental crises. 

(3) Neither mentoring nor children were a factor in the 
development of fictional women. 

(4) Developmental roles of fictional women professors paralleled 
more closely development theory applied to women than to men. 

(5) Women were more concerned with personal relationships than 
career (p. 2407 A). 

Research That Did Not Include The Age Level of the Subjects 

Ogilvy (1984) interviewed eight working-class women, age unspecified, and 

studied the transitional properties of Levinson's concepts of both the dream and 

the mentor: 

Findings support Levinson's placement of the dream in alternating 
transitional and stable periods, but not his timing. The 
occupational nature and ladder-like structure of the dream as well 
as the structure-building function of the mentor are not universal 
properties. For these subjects, the dream was strongly relational 
with a present rather than future orientation. The dream is 
significant as a transitional phenomenon, the mentor as a 
reflective figure (p. 19228). 

In summary, research was reviewed applying Levinson's theory to women. It 

merits repeating that Levinson's book, The Seasons of a Woman's Life (in 

pressl, has not been published yet, and consequently, his results have not been 

reported. In his sample, he interviewed 45 women: 15 homemakers; 15 business 

personnel; and 15 academic personnel. 

In conclusion, female adult development is both similar and dissimilar to 

men's development The research reviewed supports the premise that 

modifications need to be made when applying Levinson's theory to women. 

Research reviewed both on men and women also lend support to using 

modifications when applying the theory to different social classes and races. 

Levinson & Gooden (1985) recognize this modification today and have stated: 

"Gender, social class , and race impact the pursuit and development of 
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occupation in early adulthood" (p. 7). 
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Appendix E 

FOUR INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

I am interested in your sharing and in your constructing a particular segment of 

your life with me; namely, your adult decision to change from the priestly life to 

the lay life. I am especially interested in four aspects of your decision: 

(1) What were your reasons for your decision? 

(2) What factors (inside of you and outside of you) contributed to your decision? 

(3) What else was happening in your life during the decision-making process? 

For example, what relationships did you have with persons, things, places, 

organizations, and ideas? 

(4) What was your chronological age at crucial times during your decision­

making process? 

Although I created some structure for this interview with you by the above 

questions. I do not want to direct the content or sequence of your story. 

Consequently, I am asking that you share your experience with me in your own 

unique way. Please begin now to tell your story about leaving the priesthood. 
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Appendix F 

SUMMARY SHEET OF DATES OF IMPORTANCE IN THE INTERVIEWEE'S 
ADULT LIFE 

Year of Birth:------------------------

Year of Entry into the Seminary and Age:-------------­

Year of Ordination and Age:------------------­

Year When the Interviewee Began Thinking About Leaving the Priesthood 
andAge: ____________ ----------------

Year When He Left the Priesthood and Age: _____________ _ 

Year of Marriage, if any and Age:--------- ---------­

Number of Years Between the Interviewee's Thinking About Leaving the 
Priesthood and His Actual Date of Departure--------------

Number of Years Between the Interviewee's Priestly Exodus and His Date of 
Marriage, if any:------------------------
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Appendix G 

PERSONAL BACKGROUND QUESTIONS 

1. Ethnic Background 

2. Family Size and Ordinal Position in Family: 

3. Early Education, Catholic and/or Public: 

4. Were You an Altar Boy? 

5. Motives for Entering the Priesthood: 

6. Diocesan Priest or Religious Order Priest: 

7. Did You Consider Your Leaving the Institutional Priesthood a Moral Issue? 

8. Are You Dispensed (Laicized) Juridically By Rome From Exercising Your 

Priestly Powers? 

9. Do you Still Consider Yourself A Priest? If So, In What Sense? 

10. What College Degrees Have You Earned? 
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Appendix H 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

Participant's Name: ____________ Date: ______ _ 

Title of Dissertation: A Study of the "Resigned" Roman Catholic Priest From 

Levinson's Psychosocial Perspective of Adult Development 

University: ____ B .... o"""s .... t""'o ...... �n�_�.�.�U�.�.�.�.�,�n�.�l�.�l�.�i�v�~�e� ..... �r�~�s�i�~�t�y�L�-�-�-�S�~�c�h�~�o�"�'�-�l�o�"�-�L�I� .... ou..f �_�.�E�o�.�l�l�l�d�U�I�I�I�u�.�.�:�.�~�:�c�a�:�o�a�.�t�w�i�o�"�-�L�n�-�'�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�-

Name of Doctoral Candidate: �_�.�.�.�.�J�M�~�i�c�a�.�~�h�!�J�i�d�a�~�e�.�~�.�.�.�l� uR.._. �T�.�.�L�.�!�.�.�!�i�i�r�a�:�i�.�L�.�m�~�o�.�u�n�.�.�!�.�l�t�~�e� ________ _ 

Description of Study: The purpose of this study is to interview resigned Roman 

Catholic priests to learn: (1) the reasons of their decision to change from the 

priestly life to the lay life; and (2) the psychosocial developmental processes 

influencing their decision. Consequently, since you are a resigned priest, I will 

interview you within that frame of reference. The interview will principally be a 

focused interview with you as its focus. I will interview you for as many hours 

needed by you to tell your story. If more time or more interviews are needed, 

you and I can negotiate such a change. The interview will be tape recorded 

and later transcribed on paper. Your anonymity and your confidentiality will be 

protected in the following ways: No identifying information will appear on the 

transcript of the tape. Names of persons, places, etc. will be deleted during 

transcription. Access to this interview will be limited to persons involved in this 

dissertation project. Short excerpts from this interview may be quoted in the 

dissertation, may be used in academic presentations, or may be used in 

published reports of this research. If so, the excerpts will be revised to insure 

unrecognizability. 

Risks and Discomforts: Since the content of the interview may involve some 

discussions which are interpreted by you as dealing with personal and sensitive 

issues, you may experience some uneasiness over past and/or present 

feelings, attitudes, and/or behavior related to your decision to change from the 
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clerical life to the secular life. At your discretion, you may answer some 

questions and not others or none at all. Also, you are free to withdraw at any 

time before, during, or after the interview without stating your reasons for doing 

so. 

Potential Benefits: I visualize, at least, three benefits for your participation in this 

study. (1) Currently, the United States Bishops, under the aegis of the Vatican , 

are studying seminary training and education. Your participation in this study 

would hopefully provide some feedback to the Catholic hierarchy; (2) The study 

of adult development has been a recent phenomenom. Your participation in 

this study could contribute to our current formulation of adult development; (3) 

Since there is no hidden agenda to this dissertation, your participation in this 

study would provide you with an opportunity to share your experiences with me 

and to develop a clearer insight into yourself. As for me, I am hoping for a 

mutual growth experience for both of us. 

If there are any questions, now or in the future, please feel free to ask me or to 

phone me at 933-4630. 

If you wish to modify any of the above agreement, please include your 

comments on the spaces below: 

Changes jn the Above Agreement: 

I agree with the above intent of the informed consent form and any changes 

incorporated in it: 

Signature of Interviewer Date Signature of Interviewee Date 
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Appendix I 

SUMMARY SHEET OF INTERVIEWS USING LEVINSON'S DEVELOPMENTAL 
PERIODS 

EARLY APULT TRANSITION : MOVING FROM PRE-TO EARLY APULTHOOP 
(AGES 17-22) 

BUILDING AN ENTRY LIFE STRUCTURE FOR EARLY APULTHOOP (AGES 
22-28) 

THE AGE THIRTY TRANSITION :CHANGING THE FIRST APULT LIFE 
STRUCTURE (AGES 28-33) 

BUILDING A CULMINATING LIFE STRUCTURE FOR EARLY ADULTHOOD 
(AGES 33-40) 

THE MID-LIFE TRANSITION : MOVING FROM EARLY TO MIDDLE 
ADULTHOOD (AGES 40-45) 

BUILDING AN ENTRY LIFE STRUCTURE FOR MIDDLE ADULTHOOD 
(AGES 45-50) 

THE AGE FIFTY TRANSITION (AGES 50-55) 
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BUILDING A CULMINATING LIFE STRUCTURE FOR MIDDLE ADULTHOOD 
(AGES 55-60) 

THE LATE ADUL I TRANSITION (AGES 60-65) 
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Appendix J 

LEVINSON'S DEVELOPMENTAL TASKS 

Early Adult Transjtjon: Moving from Pre- to Early Adulthood: Ages 17-22 

There are two antithetical tasks: 

(1) Moving out of the preadult world by separating from one's family of 

origin. 

(2) Moving into the adult world by forming a dream, by setting an 

an occupational direction, by developing a sense of self as an adult, by 

initiating and exploring intimate relationships, and by forming mentor 

relationships. 

Building an Entry Life Structure for Early Adulthood: Ages 22-28 

There are two antithetical tasks: 

(1) Exploration of alternative options with regard to work and relationships 

with women. 

(2) Creating a structure-building adult life structure. 

The integrating task of the adult is to form a balance between exploration 

and commitment with regard both to work and to relationships with women. 

He also lives out his adult dream with the assistance of mentors. 

The Age Thirty Transition: Changing the First Adult Life Structure: 

Ages 28-33 

There are two antithetical tasks: 

(1) Working on the flaws and limitations of the first adult life structure by 

critically questioning and re-evaluating one's commitments to work, 

interpersonal relationships, mentoring relationships, and one's dream. 

Unresolved conflicts of adolescence may be reactivated and either 

resolved or not resolved here. 
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(2) Creating the basis for a more satisfactory adult life structure that will 

be built in the following developmetal period by becoming more 

serious about making a permanent commitment to central components 

of the life structure. Here a person may make new choices or reaffirm 

previous choices for the new ensuing structure-building period. 

A person's transition can be smooth, painful, or mixed. 

Building a Culminating Life Structure for Early Adulthood: Ages 33-40 

There are two antithetical tasks: 

(1) Establishing one's niche in society and building an ordered and 

relatively stable life structure invested in family, occupation, and 

community. 

(2) Working at advancement, moving onward and upward within one's adult 

life structure especially in occupation. 

There are two distinct phases: 

(1) Early Culminating Life Structure (ages 33-37): a person makes 

accommodations within his existing life structure instead of attempting 

major structural changes. 

(2) Late Culminating Life Structure (ages 37-40): identified as 

Becoming Ones's Own Man, a person strives to be more fully his 

own person achieving greater authority, independence, and self­

sufficiency on the one hand and seeking affirmation from the outside 

world on the other hand. 

Levinson found five sequences of establishing a second adult life structure: 

(1) Advancement within a stable life structure. 

(2) Serious failure or decline within a stable life structure. 

(3) Breaking Out: Trying for a new life structure. 
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(4) Advancement which itself produces a change in life structure. 

(5) Unstable life structure. 

The Mid-Life Transition: Moving From Early to Middle Adulthood: 

Ages (40-45) 

There are three principal tasks: 

(1) Moving out of the era of early adulthood by reappraising the past, 

considering how one's life has gone, as well as what the future will be 

like. 

(2) Moving into the era of middle adulthood by modifying one's life structure 

and by providing the central elements for a new one in the future by 

modifying the tyranny and illusions of the early adult dream 

(3) Dealing with and integrating with the four polarities of mid-life 

individuation: (a) young/old; (b) destruction/creation; 

(c) masculine/feminine; and (d) attachment/separateness. 

A person's transition can be smooth, manageable, or painful. 

Building an Entry Life Structure for Middle Adulthood (Ages 45-50) 

There are three principal tasks: 

(1) Making crucial choices. 

(2) Giving these choices meaning and commitment. 

(3) Building a life structure around these choices. 

There are three outcomes of the Mid-life Transition (ages 40-45) initiating the 

Early Life Structure . 

(1) Building a new adult life structure early during the Early Life Structure (2) 

Unable to build a new adult life structure during the Early Life Structure (3) 

Progressing through subtle small changes within the life structure and building 

a life structure late in the Early Life Structure. 
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The Age Fifty Transition (Ages 50-55) 

There is one principal task: 

(1) Reappraising one's life by working on the tasks of the Mid-life Transition 

(ages 40-45) and modifying the life structure formed during the Early Life 

Structure (ages 45-50). 

There are two outcomes of the Age Fifty Transition: 

(1) A painful transition especially if a person did not experience a crisis 

during the Mid-life Transition(ages 40-45). 

(2) A transition of stagnation and decline where the person is unable to 

live out valuable aspects of the aging self. 

Building a Culminating Life Structure for Middle Adulthood: (Ages 55-60) 

There is one principal task: 

(1) Attempting to bring to fruition the hopes and aspirations of one's late 

forties. 

The Late Adult Transition: Moving From Middle to Late Adulthood: 

(Ages 60-65) 

There are two principal tasks: 

(1) Concluding the efforts of middle adulthood. 

(2) Preparing oneself for late adulthood. 

Sources: Levinson et al (1978); Levinson & Gooden (1985); and Levinson 

(1986). 
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Appendix K 

RESIGNEES' IMPORTANT DATES AND AGES 

The responses of the men to the interview question four are reported in Charts I 

and II of Chapter V. Such answers include the important dates and ages in the 

lives of the resignees during their decision-making process. The replies are 

reviewed here as a group. 

Date of Birth? 

The data for the date of birth of the resignees was not included in charts to 

protect the confidentiality of the men in this study. The birthdates did, however, 

range between 1927 and 1943. The data revealed that half (eight) of the men in 

the sample were born during the1930's, five during the 1940's, and three during 

the 1920's. 

Year of Entry Into the Seminary and Age? 

Chart I reports the range of chronological ages when the men entered the 

seminary. The ages ranged from 13 to 22. Half (eight) of the men entered with 

the chronological ages of17 or18, six men entered between the ages 20 and 

22, and two men entered with the age of 13 or 14. 

Year of Ordination and Age? 

Chart I reports the resignees' ages at ordination. The ages ranged from 24 

to 33. One fourth of the sample was ordained at the age of 26. Two men were 

ordained each at the ages of 25, 27, 29, and 30. The dates of ordination ranged 

between1955 and 1974. Half of the sample were ordained in the 1960's, six in 

the 1950's, and only two in the 1970's. Chart II reports that three categories of 

seminary formation were revealed by the data. Seven men experienced totally 

a pre-Vatican II type of seminary formation; six men experienced both a pre­

Vatican II type of seminary formation as well as some training during the 
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sessions of Vatican II; and three men experienced a three-fold combination of 

pre-Vatican II type of seminary formation , a during-the- sessions of Vatican II 

type, and also a post-Vatican II type. 

Year and Age When The Resignee Consciously Began Thinking About 

Leaving the Institutional Priesthood? 

Chart I reports when the resignee consciously first began thinking about 

leaving the priesthood for someday in the future. The chronological ages 

ranged between 28 to 49. 

Year and Age When the Resignee Left the Institutional Priesthood? 

Chart I reports the chronological ages of the resignees when they actually left 

the institutional priesthood. The chronological ages ranged between 35 and 51. 

The years they left ranged between 1974 and 1983. Half of the sample left in 

the 1970's, and the other half left in the 1980's. Chart II reports on the number 

of years each man ministered as a priest. The ages ranged between 3 years 

and 24 years. Six men ministered as priests between 20 and 24 years, five 

between 12 and 15 years , three between 16 and 19 years, and two men under 

ten years (one man for 3 years and another for 8 years). Three men ministered 

as priests for 20 years, two for 15 years , and two for 13 years. 

Year and Age of Marriage, If Any? 

Chart I reports the resignees' age at marriage. The ages ranged from 37 to 

51 with only one man in the sample not married as yet. One man is separated. 

The years of marriage ranged between 1974 and 1983. In comparing the 

resignees' age at leaving with their age at marriage, seven men married at the 

same age as they left the priesthood, four men married one year later, and four 

men married two years later. 

Number of Years Between the Resignee's Thinking About Leaving the 
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Priesthood and His Actual Year of Departure? 

Chart II reports the number of years of conflict between the resignees' 

conscious re-evaluation of their priestly commitment where they first thought of 

leaving the priesthood, on the one hand, and their actual departure from the 

institutional priesthood, on the other hand. The number of years ranged 

between one year to fifteen years. Half of the sample were in conflict for three 

years or less, and the other half between seven years and fifteen years. 

Interestingly, from nine years in conflict to fifteen years in conflict, there was one 

resignee reported for each of those years. Also, three men were in conflict for 

two years, two men for one year, and two men for three years. 

Trend Analyses 

In analyzing the data from this study, this researcher discovered some trends 

among the number of years the resignees were in conflict, the number of years 

they ministered as priests, and the type of seminary formation they 

experienced. The trends are reported in Chart II but will be summarized here. 

Comparison Between Number of Years in Conflict and Type of Seminary 

formation (Pre-, During-The-Sessions of, and/or Post-Vatican II) 

Chart I reports a comparison between the number of years of resignees' 

conflict and their type of seminary formation. Three trends were noted. With the 

number of years in conflict ranging from one year to fifteen years, the first trend 

involved two of three men who were in conflict for one year and who 

experienced a pre-Vatican II seminary formation totally. Also, with the number of 

years in conflict ranging from one year to three years, five of the seven men who 

were in conflict experienced a pre-Vatican II seminary formation totally. Only 

two men who experienced a pre-Vatican seminary formation totally were in 

conflict for a much longer period of time (one man for 12 years, and another for 
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14 years). For the sample of this study, men who experienced only a pre­

Vatican II seminary formation did not think of leaving until at a later age than the 

other resignees in this study, but when they experienced such conflict, they 

deliberated generally for a shorter time during their decision-making process. 

A second trend involved those men who experienced both a pre-Vatican II 

and during-the-sessions of Vatican II seminary formation who seemed in 

general to question their commitment to the priesthood earlier and who 

deliberated much longer. For those ten men who deliberated from three years 

to fifteen years, five of the men were exposed to both a pre-Vatican II and 

during-the-sessions of Vatican II seminary formation. For the five men who were 

in conflict from eleven to fifteen years, three of them experienced both a pre­

Vatican II and a during-the-sessions of Vatican II type of seminary formation. A 

third trend involved those resignees who experienced a combination fo pre­

Vatican II, during-the-sessions of Vatican II, and post-Vatican II seminary 

formation. These men did not actually fall within any noticeable trend. 

Comparison Between Number of Years a Prjest and Type of Seminary 

Formation 

Chart II reports a comparison between the number of years the resignees 

ministered as priests and the type of seminary formation they experienced. For 

the two men who ministered as priests for less than ten years, both experienced 

a combination of pre-, during-the-sessions of, and post-Vatican II seminary 

formation. For the five men who ministered as priests for 12 to 15 years, four of 

them experienced a combination of pre-Vatican II and Vatican II seminary 

formation. For the nine men who ministered as priests for 16 to 24 years, seven 

of them experienced a pre-Vatican II seminary formation totally. Six of the 

seven ministered as priests between 20 to 24 years. 
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Comparison Among Number of Years in Conflict. Number of Years a Priest. 

and Type of Seminary Formation 

Chart II reports a comparison among the resignees' number of years in 

conflict, number of years a priest, and type of seminary formation. The number 

of years in conflict ranged between one year and fifteen years, the number of 

years the men ministered as priests ranged between three years to twenty-four 

years, and the type of seminary formation included pre-Vatican II, during-the­

sessions of Vatican II, and post-Vatican II. One trend involved the six men who 

ministered as priests for 20 to 24 years. Each of them experienced a pre­

Vatican II seminary formation totally. Of these six men, four of them were in 

conflict for one to three years, a short period of time compared to the other men 

in the sample. 

A second trend involved the ten men who were in conflict for three years to 

fifteen years. Half of them experienced both a pre-Vatican II and during-the­

sessions of Vatican II seminary formation. These five men ministered as priests 

from 12 to 19 years. These men generally deliberated for a long time before 

making their decisions. A third trend involved the two men who ministered as 

priests for less than 10 years. Both were a product of the combination seminary 

formation of pre-Vatican II, Vatican II, and post-Vatican II. 
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