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Isaiah 61 – Taken at Face Value
Introduction

Because of my work as a Courage Director I was asked to speak about Sexuality and Humanity to a group which cares for the mentally ill in my local suburban community. The group’s members are mainly from the local churches with a sprinkling of professional health workers. A protestant pastor is the founder.

When I informed a fellow parishioner, who is a member of the group, she was nervous about the topic. This is not the first time I have experienced a nervousness among the People of God, when I inform them of my intention to speak about sexuality and homosexuality in particular.  For the parishioner’s sense of well-being,  I reassured her that I would not be outrageous  and that my wife would be attending as well!!

Since the group takes its purpose and raison d^etre from Isaiah 61,  I built my lecture around the theme of bringing good news and joy to the oppressed and the downtrodden. 
I suspect that there will be more invitations like this in the future and it is important that Courage workers, members and supporters rise to the occasion and take on this public service element of ministry.  I have taken the liberty to alter some parts of the address to make it more readable as a document.
Isaiah 61
Verses 1 -3 “The Spirit of the Lord  God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me to bring good tidings to the afflicted; he has sent me to bind up the broken-hearted,  to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to those who are bound; 

v.2.  to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all who mourn; v.3. to grant to those who mourn in Zion – to give them a garland instead of ashes , the oil of gladness instead of mourning, the mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit..”
For those attending the lecture I indicated that it was a wonderful opportunity we all have been given to provide good tidings,  to bind up,  to declare liberty and provide a way of new life for the oppressed and the broken- hearted.
This is a fundamental calling or vocation  which any group like  the Chermside Isaiah 61 community group  must strive for when working in a secular environment. It is the witness of selfless grace-filled action that brings new life and draws people to enquire and wonder at such grace. This is grace building on grace as we see in John’s Gospel Chapter one. v.16 “His fullness  have we all received, grace upon grace.” The reliance on the grace of  God keeps us going in the hard times and when we lose the initial impetus and enthusiasm. Obviously we can as Courage members identify with these sentiments. 
Personhood
We are persons made in God’s image and likeness. God dwells in us and among us. (Genesis 1.27). This might be difficult to believe for we cannot actually see it with our human eyes – but we do know by the goodness that we exercise we experience a divine satisfaction, for we are content in being God’s human instruments on earth and in our world. 
Jesus said “Love your neighbour as yourself” and also in Matt 7.14. “So always treat others as you would like them to treat you, that is the meaning of the law and the prophets.” If we do not love ourselves, accept ourselves, our help for others will not be as effective as it might be. The more clarity we have about ourselves – the better we can be  vessels of hope or instruments of God’s work in this world.

For as St Paul says in 2 Cor.4:7 “We are only the earthenware vessels to show that the transcendent glory comes from God and not from  us.” 
About  five years ago  I wrote to man in a prison who had been an office manager in a State Government Department.  When I visited him in a remote Queensland town,  seven or eight years ago he told me of his divorce and the concern he had as the father of four boys – the youngest, who was problematic and  was going for an apprenticeship. His State  Manager  informed me that the office manager was being charged with having indecent relationships with the children of a  client he had befriended while working in that  Department.  He was convicted as a paedophile.   My view is he is still a person – no matter what he has done wrong.  We exchanged about three or four letters and I informed him of my Christian heritage and that I was praying for him. After a while he informed me that he was finding help in the bible.

The point of this sharing is that we can disclose to those we meet in a way that is not offensive and that is comforting and a boon to those we have a responsibility for in whatever helping and support group we belong to.

I ask you to ponder this question. “Do I love my own person?. .” I hope so, for when we do we are able to serve more fruitfully and creatively and effectively in our world.
The over emphasis of  labelling 
We need to move away from the too common place occurrence of being labelled and labelling people. Labelling means that I do not have to make the effort of meeting people where they are at. It is an act of laziness ( I exclude professionals who have to make diagnoses).  I am a person first and foremost. I am not to be labelled according to my behaviour or official record.  If I have been in a hospital, or in a psychiatric institution, or in jail I am still a person, not a number or an interesting case study. This means, not using a label to define the person, such as  he/she is a pyromaniac, he/she is a schizophrenic, he/she is a depressive, he/she is a paedophile. We are not diagnostic nor forensic labels -  he/she is a person who is my brother or sister in Christ. We are persons who can choose to show our individuality in a beautifully rich and  diverse wholesome pattern, through psychological, social, emotional, spiritual, physical, mental, and political  aspects of our humanity. To label a person is to wound them and is a strike against true love.
Sexuality
Having emphasised  the soundness of our personhood and its capacity for mercy, compassion, and virtuous living I then spoke in a generic way about sexuality.

I felt that as a Catholic lay man I should be free in witnessing to the treasures contained in Church teaching and our own history of sound doctrine. Subsequently I quoted from  Benedict XVI’s first encyclical:. Deus Caritas Est  - On Christian Love   In article four on the subject of eros the Pope quotes the latin poet Virgil: “Love   conquers all” and in developing this point the Pope exhorts us again in Virgil’s words:  “let us too yield to love.” Eros was thus celebrated as divine power, as fellowship with the Divine. This is not what we are used to in papal documents, but how freeing and  how rich it is.  

In article 5, Pope Benedict expands on the meaning of this love.  “There is a certain relationship between love  and the Divine: love promises infinity, eternity  - a  reality far greater and totally other than our everyday existence… 

The way to attain  to  this goal is not simply by submitting to instinct. Purification and growth in maturity are called for;  and these also pass through the path of renunciation. Far from rejecting or ’poisoning’ eros,  they heal it and restore its grandeur.”  Eros is thus seen as a positive energizing power for good. Let us now couple Eros with the Genesis story.
Genesis 1.27-28; 2:23-24
I often ask myself the question what does the divine author say in Genesis. And then how does Jesus build on that in the Gospel of Matthew. I will now borrow from Fr Harvey’s new booklet: Same Sex Attraction: Catholic Teaching and Pastoral Practice which provides a useful summary of the biblical account of sexuality. The bible concerns itself with the “man-woman relationship. In the Genesis accounts…one finds both the ideal and the norm of sexual behaviour, and the sexual behaviour is between a man and a woman who are two in one flesh. In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus replies in the language of Genesis 1:27 and 2:24 when he gives his position on divorce: ‘Have you not read that the Creator from the beginning made them male and female, thus He said: That is why a man must leave father and mother and cling to his wife, and the two become one body? They are no longer two therefore, but one body. So then what God has united, man must not divide.’”

John Paul II in his great catechesis over a number of years early in his pontificate taught us about the Theology of the Body and the Original status of man and woman in their original nakedness, original solitude  original unity and eventually original sin. The Catholic Church is more and more aware of these dimensions and I am sure the catechesis of John Paul II helped Pope Benedict XVI write so eloquently and boldly on Eros in his encyclical.  

The importance of pleasure
As we look around us we see men and women. We don’t even consciously think about it.

When we are born our parents wait to hear is it a boy or a girl. So we are either sex – male or female. ( I wont go into the rare examples of hermaphrodites, etc). So the norm and what we expect and see are persons, either male or female. For full  integral sexual development we need intimacy, trust, fellowship, service, knowledge, capacity to develop and growth into maturity. Today we only have time to mention the  three elements of psychosexual development such as Core Gender Identity, Gender Role Identity and Preferential Erotic attraction. There will be a future article on these elements. 
For males and females in marriage,  genital expression is one element of sexuality and very important. Pleasure is an elemental part of sexual expression. To deny it or to mutilate a woman so that she cannot experience sexual pleasure is a great injustice and I believe ultimately makes her a chattel or an object for mans pleasure alone. There is not an equality of mutuality or real complementariness.  
Conclusion

To be a prophetic servant like Isaiah was we must be firstly ourselves.

If we cannot live in our own skin – warts and all – we really are not quite up to being of effective service to others. As brothers and sisters in the group Isaiah 61 your striving to be more yourself in the image of God will enhance, enrich, empower and encourage you in the days and years ahead. 

I will finish with St :Paul: “Never give in then …never admit defeat; keep on  working at the Lord’s work always, knowing that in the Lord you cannot be labouring in  vain.” (1.Cor.15:58) and “Never grow tired of doing what is right.” (2 Thess 3:13)..
