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       The Face of the Other: Ministering to those with Same-Sex Attraction   

Introduction
In this article I make use of an address  Father Paul Check, the executive director of Courage International, gave at the twenty-fifth National Catholic Bioethics Center Workshop for Bishops in Dallas, Texas in February 2015.  
The Untouchable Subject
Father Paul says this: I believe that addressing homosexuality according to the mind and heart of the Church is one of the most demanding aspects of education, formation, and pastoral care today, and in my opinion, it will become more difficult as time passes.” We can see already in Tasmania  how difficult this is becoming as we hear bout Archbishop Julian Porteus being  targeted for his role in being a teacher of the Church's doctrine.  In the film Desire of the Everlasting Hills, Dan, who gives his testimony says: This is the untouchable subject. And Father Paul says  that few are eager to be involved in the ministry. Nonetheless he is involved as the advocate for an underserved population, one of those... the Holy Father has located on the “periphery.” 
The Spiritual Fatherhood of Courage
The lack of strong committed fatherhood in society and within many aspects of Church life is a modern issue. MenAlive strives to be a beacon for men and I welcome its growing wisdom in the restoration of spiritual fatherhood.  Certainly in Courage and in Encourage (which is for family members) Father Paul acknowledges how grateful members are for the spiritual fatherhood of the priests, ...and among other things, that presence bespeaks a commitment on the part of the Church to people who often are unsure where they belong in general, and who can be quite uneasy about their place in the Catholic Church in particular. The priest  can attend to the often acute and  persistent wounds of those who need healing within what Pope Francis calls the “field hospital” of the Church. I know many Courage members, past and present who have been greatly helped by understanding priests, in the sacrament of Confession and  the fellowship they have experienced within the supportive Courage group. We need ordinary laymen to be spiritual fathers as well and I believe that is one of my roles within Courage as well. I try and respond by going to the place where enquirers wish to meet me in a discreet place. For it takes Courage to share one's heart to another person- and that is one reason I admire men and women who wish to meet me. I believe the Holy Spirit motivates them and I pray that I will listen with a heart 
of mercy and compassion.   

Authentic  Pastoral Care within the Church's anthropology
The Work of courage is really not first about homosexuality. I see my work in Brisbane Courage as being a support, counsellor whenever required, and a brother and friend to members. In our meetings and fellowship we often speak about our relationships at home, at work, at play and in society, so fundamentally it is learning and hearing about being human. The more human I am and the more equipped with wisdom, discipline, love, emotional control and discernment the more dynamically  human I am, the more healed I am. It is in the inner life of a person that decisions are made for good or bad.  Father Paul says homosexuality is “a misperception of identity.”  In turn, that  misperception can lead to a misdirected search to answer the desires of the heart. How we understand ourselves-our identity-influences, even determines, how we try to meet the needs and wants of the heart. Father then analyses Dan's testimonial and the comments he makes in the film  the Desire of the Everlasting Hills. 

Dan  recalls a moment, before he found his way to Courage, when he typed the phrase: “I am gay and..” into the Google search engine and the first Google suggestion  at the time  was”...and I want to find a boyfriend”; the second was “...and I want to die.”  Though Dan's struggles and pain are  far from over, he now understands why the Catholic Church is his home: because he is a member of the striving (not of the saved), just like the rest of us. 
The title of the film comes from the patriarch Jacob in Genesis 49:26 when he prophesies the Coming of Christ the fulfilment of the desire of all creation. until  the  desire  of the everlasting hills  should come” This is also one of the prayers of invocation from the Litany of the Sacred Heart. I often quote psalm 37:4 to those who come for my help and especially those in Courage: Take delight in the Lord, and he will give you the desires of your heart.”
An assumed identity through labelling
We have become a labelled society which to my mind diminishes the person. Instead of acknowledging a person or persons  we tend to place a label on them by calling persons by their current function or activity. For example I have worked in prisons, psychiatric centres and clinics, in refuges and among homeless young people and attended courts. I have been strenuous in not labelling any of my clients or counsellees. I refuse to call them by the label that many use such as: a murderer, a bank robber, a rapist, a schizophrenic, a drug addict, narcissistic, a gambler, a pimp, an alcoholic  or delinquent.  In the same way I do not call any person homosexual, transgender, lesbian, or gay. I call them by their given name. Father Paul says we need another part of our anthropology for we are changed by our actions, by our choices, 
by anything involving the will, including the way we think about ourselves, the way we “self-identify.” Choices consistent  with our nature build up our humanity; the opposite is also true. This is one of the reasons why I recommend against the use of words like “homosexual,” “gay,” and “lesbian” as nouns to describe an identity or a class or  group of people. .. I am only suggesting that the answers to the foundational questions- “Who am I?What am I? Why am I?”- are of interest to everyone, even if they do not think in exactly those terms..A label  is a form of judgement, collapsing a rich and complex identity-of which the homosexual tendency is certainly a significant part-that risks injury to both justice and charity. The threefold distinction that the Church makes with regard to homosexuality helps us further address the question of identity: person-inclination-action. The inclination, no matter how deep-seated it might be, does not describe the totality of the person. Nor of course do actions...although choices do change us.
Christian anthropology does provide answers to  these questions when we explore and study the  philosophy underpinning our being and existence. Not an easy study but truly necessary in our world of  immediate gratification, the ten second sound-bite  and the expectations of instant answers and little patience.

Self-Disclosure  
Occasionally, a person I see in the Courage ministry asks if they should tell people that they have a same-sex attraction. My common response is: “Does that person have the right to know your particular intimate personal sensitivities?” Then I add: “only your spouse and the confessor ought to be advised of your intimate life.” Another question I might ask: “Does the person you are wishing to inform deserve the honour of knowing your intimate actions?”  My own counsel is: “Be silent – your revelation can cause distress from the reaction you experience.”  I once advised a young man with a drug habit and who was undergoing rehabilitation to tell his dancing partner of his past use. The effect was calamitous.   On another occasion a priest sought my advice about going public about his same-sex orientation. I told him that his ministry would be damaged, seriously compromised and ineffectual. Fortunately he took my advice. The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops in their document Ministry to Persons with a Homosexual Inclination in 2006  said “In the context of parish life, however, general public self-disclosures are not helpful and should not be encouraged.” Every person that I have worked with for over twenty years in Courage has not wanted their same-sex orientation to be  broadcast in their parish. This is surely an experiential and pragmatic wisdom that is an intuitive discernment on their part. We ought to be guided by this in our pastoral oversight and practice. 

Most of us have secrets, pain and anxieties that do not need to be publicised to others. We have to struggle with our load and take our struggles to the Cross where we gain the wisdom and peace about our actions. Of  course it can be useful to have a wise 
guide, priest, confessor trustful friend to share our burden as Saint Paul says in Galatians 6:2 “Carry one another's burdens and fulfil the law of Christ.” 
Conclusion
In the February issue I will comment on the latter part of  Father Check's address where he offers Hope.
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