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 The American Bishops’ Statement on Ministry to Persons with a Homosexual Inclination

Introduction
The American Bishops at their annual conference in November issued some new guidelines for Pastoral Care of those men and women with same sex attraction. The  guidelines are supportive of the Courage and Encourage ministries and reaffirm much of what was contained in the 1986  Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith document On the Pastoral Care of Homosexual Persons.  It seems opportune to examine certain points in the guidelines in order to learn what we can bring to our work in Courage in Australia.
The introduction to the guidelines  announce that “the mission of the Church is to bring the Good News of Jesus Christ to all people and to minister to all people in his name.” They go on to assert that  “in our time and culture, special challenges are faced by those Church  members who carry out this mission among persons who experience same-sex attraction.” The  guidelines are offered to assist fellow bishops to evaluate programmes and ministerial efforts “ in the face of pervasive confusions” brought about “by the many forces in our society that promote a view of sexuality in general, and of homosexuality in particular, not in accord with God’s purpose and plan for human sexuality.” The document is then divided into two parts: General Principles and Pastoral Care.
General Principles
Human Dignity:

The Bishops  set out the fundamental dignity possessed by every person, because of being created in God’s image and likeness and the potential to share “eternal life in the communion of the Trinity”.

They next speak about the place of sexuality in God’s plan, and appeal to  Gen 1:27. where God saw the created gift of sexuality “as being very good, when he created the human person in his image and likeness, and male and female  he created them . The complementarity of man and woman as male and female is inherent within God’s creative design.” ( For a fuller appreciation of the concept of complementarity  see Pope John Paul II’s Catechetical instructions in his Theology of the Body  weekly general audiences of 1979-1984, and Christopher West’s web site http://www. Christopherwest.com/article 7.asp)
Homosexual Acts cannot fulfil the natural ends of human sexuality
The Bishops are absolutely clear about the purpose of sexuality. “By its very nature, the sexual act finds its proper fulfilment in the marital bond. Any sexual act that takes place outside the bond of marriage does not fulfill the proper ends of human sexuality.”  This quote is then supported by  the Catechism of the Catholic Church no. 2351, when it states.  “Sexual pleasure is morally disordered when sought for itself, isolated from its procreative and unitive purposes.” 

Following this a list is given of those acts that “violate the true  purpose of sexuality”, such as fornication, adultery, masturbation contraception and homosexuality. The Old Testament and the New Testament are seen as supporting the ban on homosexual acts. “Saint Paul teaches that homosexual acts are not in keeping with our being created in God’s image and so degrade and undermine our authentic dignity as human beings.” Homosexual practices  are therefore incompatible with the Christian life. 
Homosexual Inclination Is Not Itself a Sin 

Homosexual attraction  in itself is not a sin. Nonetheless as the Bishops state “the homosexual inclination is objectively disordered, [because] it is an inclination that predisposes one toward what is truly not good for the human person” There has been a lot of pain among same sex attracted persons about this statement. “It is crucially important  to understand that saying a person has a particular inclination that is disordered is not to say that the person as a whole is disordered. Nor does it mean that one has been rejected by God or the Church…  While the particular inclination to homosexual acts is disordered, the person retains his or her intrinsic human dignity and value.”

“Many in our culture have difficulty  understanding Catholic moral teaching because they do not understand that morality has an objective basis…Catholic tradition…holds that the basis of morality is found in the natural order established by the Creator, an order…elevated by the transforming power of the grace that comes to us through Jesus Christ. Good actions are in accord with that order. By acting in this way, persons fulfill their authentic humanity, and this constitutes their ultimate happiness.” 
The Necessity for Training in Virtue
This is one of the most encouraging and pleasing aspects of the Bishop’s statement, for it applies to the whole People of God. (My preferred term). “Every person needs training in the virtues… In our society, chastity is a particular virtue that requires special effort. All people, whether married or single, are called to chaste living. Chaste living overcomes disordered human desires such as lust and results in the expression of one’s sexual desires in harmony with God’s will.” 
“The acquisition of virtues requires a sustained effort and repeated actions…the more one repeats good actions, the more one’s passions (such as love, anger, and fear) become shaped in accord with good action. It becomes easier to perform good actions. Unfortunately, the opposite is also true: the more one repeats bad actions, the more one’s passions become shaped in accord with bad action. It becomes more difficult to perform good actions, for the disordered passions provide resistance. If one resolves to follow the path of  virtue, however one can make progress. By avoiding bad actions and by repeating good actions one can train one’s passions so that they become more spontan- eously  disposed toward good action. One eventually acquires and perfects the basic virtues of prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance.”

“In this effort to train our desires to be in accord with God’s will, as Christians we do not have to rely solely upon our own powers; we have the Holy Spirit at work in our hearts…Sin weakens the will, so that we choose to do  what we know is wrong. The New Law of grace, the Holy Spirit in our hearts, overcomes the power of  sin and enables us to do what we should. We are no longer mastered by sin…Christ accomplishes in us a healing from the wounds of sin that we cannot accomplish our own.
The Necessity of Friendship and Community

The Bishops suggest that a person with a homosexual inclination should not “seek friendship exclusively among persons with the same inclination.”  They then suggest that “true friendships are not opposed to chastity” and that “the virtue of chastity blossoms in friendship.” And they express the hope that the local Church community would foster a friendship ‘raised to a new order of love , that of brothers and sisters in Christ.( I often end my letters and emails to Courage members as  ‘your brother in Christ’, for it is affirming, ennobling, encouraging and true!) 

Growth in Holiness

“Every human person has been created to share in the communion of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. The ministry of the Church to person with a  homosexual inclination must always have the overriding aim of fostering the greatest possible friendship with God, participation in the divine life of the Trinity through sanctifying grace. Integral to friendship with God is holiness. God is holy and all who would come near to 
God must likewise become holy.” The call to holiness involves “much struggle and self mastery, for following Jesus always means following the way of the Cross. There is no holiness without renunciation and spiritual battle. The Sacraments of the Eucharist and of Penance are essential sources of consolation and aid on this path.”

Cultural Obstacles

“Love and truth go together”  and a “departure from the Church’s teaching, or silence about it , in an effort to provide pastoral care is neither caring nor pastoral…The Church cannot support organizations or individuals whose work contradicts, is ambiguous about, or neglects her teaching on sexuality.”

Certain cultural obstacles prevent the sound teaching of the Church being heard. Moral relativism does not admit of “an objective basis for moral judgements” and there are those in society who assert that it is unjust of the Church to articulate this value, because it goes clean contrary to “a belief in the  absolute rights of individuals.”
“In fact, the Church actively asserts and promotes the intrinsic dignity of every person. As human persons, persons with a homosexual inclination have the same basic rights as all people, including the right to be treated with dignity. 

Pastoral Care

Church Participation
The Bishops encourage those with a homosexual inclination to engage in their local faith community with “full and active participation.” The support of fellow Bishops and pastoral leaders in welcoming such people is seen as a priority because a number of “persons with a homosexual inclination feel themselves to be unwelcome and rejected.”

The Bishops mention certain cautions about allowing those with same sex attraction to be in service roles. For those who want to serve they must not advocate positions contrary to the teachings of the Church, nor must they seen to be behaving in a way that violates Church teaching, nor must they “adopt a position of distant neutrality with regard to Church teaching.” The Bishops also counsel against public disclosure within the context of parish life. ( I believe this would seriously compromise the ministry and good example required of a worker in the Lord’s vineyard. It would become an unnecessary scandal or point of difficulty.)
Catechesis   
Formation, the whole moral truth, family involvement in sexual education, conscience formation and an approach to the whole parish community, and catechesis for young people  are among the strategies endorsed by the Bishops. 

Sacraments and  Worship
The importance of the Eucharist is promoted as a strengthening and sanctification for the journey. Penance and sound spiritual direction are promoted as well. Same sex marriages are not supported and “Church ministers may not bless such unions or promote them in any way, directly or indirectly.” Adoption of children by same-sex couples are not supported. And while the Bishops indicate that they do not refuse the Sacrament of Baptism to children of same sex couples “there must be a well founded hope that the children will be brought up in the Catholic religion.”

Pastoral Support 
The Bishops encourage support groups, “noted for their adherence to Church teaching”   like Courage and Encourage for those with same sex attraction  and urge counselling services  and pastoral support to be readily available for families as well.

“Persons with a homosexual inclination should not be encouraged to define themselves primarily in terms of their sexual inclination, however, or to participate in gay subcultures, which often tend to promote immoral lifestyles. Rather they should be encouraged to form relationships with the wider community.”

Conclusion

There needs to a respectful dialogue between Church ministers and those with homosexual inclinations. Such listening will facilitate  an interior conversion and repentance on the part of those with same sex attraction. “The Church is charged with the mission of preaching Christ in order that all people may be saved. In her ministry, the Church preaches the Good News of Jesus, the message of joy and peace that the world cannot give. This message provides the foundation for all her ministries.” 

The Bishops have done well  and their manifesto accords well with the philosophy and mission of Courage. It is a great fillip to the work of Courage.   Thanks be to God 
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