“COURAGE” MINISTRY
Article 8 – February 2002

Brendan Scarce

“Parental Observations Regarding a Son’s Same Sex Attraction”

Introduction

In my work within Courage, Brisbane, I frequently hear heart-rending stories from fathers and mothers regarding their children and same sex attraction.  Strong passions are often aroused because of the intense pain of grief and loss experienced by the parents.  On the one hand there is anger at the Church and God and on the other, confusion about the role of conscience in working through the issue in a holistic manner.

How can we in Courage, who claim to be ministers of God’s mercy and compassion, act with credibility and love in this veritable minefield of misunderstanding and suspicion?  We certainly need strong faith, trust in God, the wisdom of the Holy Spirit and the loving eyes and heart of Jesus.  Two recent situations highlight the opposite ends of the spectrum.

The Polarity

Firstly – The Catholic Leader in mid 2001 printed an article entitled “A Difficult Journey of a Gay Man’s Mother”.  The mother was critical of the Church’s approach.  The columnist described the highs and lows of the mother in her relating to her son’s same sex attraction.

In the second situation the mother of a same sex attraction person gave her testimony at an Ambassadors for Courage night.  She spoke about her spiritual journey in relating to her son; how she still loved him while not endorsing his lifestyle.  See Testimony No. 4 for the full testimony.

Always Open to Our Children

The Catholic Leader article quoted the mother as saying “The first thing I had to learn was that the son I loved was the same boy as he always was, my son.”

The experience from Courage members is that if parents do not maintain contact, they will not be there for their children when they are thinking of leaving the scene – or being reconciled to the Church. 

The American Bishops pastoral dealt with this issue in “Always our Children”.  The document encourages parents to maintain links with their children and not cut them off.

This approach bore fruit in a Brisbane man I know – who for 15+ years was a gay activist.  His parents were always loving to him.  While they did not condone his gay lifestyle, they always welcomed him home.  This man told me how this openness was crucial for him when he eventually departed the gay scene.  I witnessed an inspiring public declaration by him when he honoured his parents for this love and openness.  I personally know three mothers who support their son in their walk towards a new life in Christ.  A very long journey.

Behaviour is Questioned, Not the Person’s Integrity

The Catholic Leader Columnist used another quotation from the mother’s example: “Like myself, he has struggled with his faith.  We are fully aware of Church teaching on this matter, but feel that expressions like disordered and evil go too far.  We see the distinction between homosexuality and homosexual acts having little relevance in practice.”

This is a crucial point.  Behaviour does matter.  Before we go further in analysing this, let us reflect on Pope John Paul II’s (1998) Encyclical Letter Fides et Ratio “Faith and Reason” No. 98”

“… The understanding of faith is linked to the moral life of believers.”  John Paul II made reference to another of his Encyclicals - “Veritas et Splendor” and commented that “… many of the problems of the contemporary world stem from a crisis of truth.”

The Pope goes on to say that “once the idea of a universal truth about the good … is lost, inevitably the notion of conscience also changes … Conscience is no longer considered “able” to express a judgement about the right conduct to be chosen here and now.  Instead, there is a tendency to grant to the individual conscience the prerogative of independently determining the criteria of good and evil and then acting accordingly.  Such an outlook is quite congenial to an individualist ethic, wherein each individual is faced with his own truth different from the truth of others.”  Even this area of “conscience” is controverted – we seem to be constantly on shifting sands of opinion and speculation.  However see Father John Thornhill’s Chapter 15 of “Questions Catholics Ask in a time of Change” (2001) Pp 171-180, 2001.

Homosexual Acts – Homosexual Orientation

We come back therefore to the position of homosexual acts and homosexual orientation.  In Courage we do hold that genital homosexual acts are intrinsically evil.  Since the very act defies the natural plan of sexual intercourse as explained in Genesis.  The blessings of sexual intercourse are brilliantly examined in Pope John Paul’s book “The Theology of the Body: Human love in the Divine Plan” (1997).

Note that the orientation is not declared intrinsically evil.  It is the acting out that is evil.  Courage members do make the distinction and try with integrity to live out the life of chastity encouraged by Jesus and certainly the exhortations by Paul in Ephesians 4:1 and 4:7: “I beg you to lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called” and “But grace was given to each of us according to the measure of Christ’s gift”.  See the excellent book by former activist David Morrison – “Beyond Gay” (1998) – wherein he maps out a way for those seeking to live out Paul’s exhortations.

Many of the men who make the decision to live by the counsel of Saint Paul in Ephesians 4:1 and 4:7 are in service.  They are using their God given talents and energy for the service of others.  They are as it were evangelising others according to the norms enunciated by Pope Paul VI in Evangelii Nuntiandi.  In my counselling work over the years I have found that if people can give themselves in service, their self-esteem and contentment increases.

They are “coming out” for Jesus and the Gospels.  They come out in the best sense to provide a witness to the salvific plan of God and greatly encourage fellow strugglers on the way.  I have been most edified to see how the Courage men in Brisbane care for one another – beyond the weekly group experience.  They have been the best evangelisers.  See Mario Bergner’s testimony in his very readable book “Setting Love in Order”, (1995).   Recently in a Courage presentation to a Parish Priest, a man who has been out of the Gay scene for 8 years – said it was important to establish friendships with heterosexual men.  For most of us this is not an issue but is a serious one for some members with same sex attraction.

The Gay Gene Query

“Meanwhile my son and his friends go on finding their way in life.  Knowing now what his story has been, I find it difficult to accept that anyone chooses to be gay.”  This quotation from the Catholic Leader suggests the possibility of a gay gene.

Is there a gene?  Is there a sociological philosophy or dynamic about being gay?  How do the lobby groups weaken or convince the mind and heart of the person disposed to believe they have same sex attraction?  Despite all the enthusiastic striving and effort, no genetic base for same sex attraction has been discovered.  It is true that there may be certain traits or attributes in a person’s makeup which predispose a person to having same sex attraction, but no scientist has replicated studies supporting the hypotheses about gay genes.  See Neil Whitehead “My Genes Made Me Do It” (2000).

It would seem that very few same sex attraction persons want the life.  Many are misled in their teen years into thinking that they have same sex attraction. Jeffrey Satinover in “The Politics and the Truth about Homosexuality” (1997) highlights the non-glamorous, unattractive side of homosexual life.  There are physical, medical, psychological and emotional and mental dangers attached to living the lifestyle of same sex attraction.  Often the dark side or shadow side is not revealed by the Gay Lobby – in its drive to normalise the lifestyle as an acceptable societal choice.

An Emmaus Journey

When men and women seek my help in the midst of discouragement, disappointment, rejection, misunderstanding, anger and illness, I try to journey with them while acknowledging the consequences of their behaviour.  I try to be with them rather than fixing them up.

Some will have contracted AIDS – one man I know died – a man who was pestered by a past lover, yet was living a heroic life in Christ.  We try to integrate and contextualize their struggle in the broader scheme of life and in spirituality, scripture, personal growth and service.  We take seriously St. Augustine’s comment about the study of scripture: “For such is the depth of the Christian Scriptures that, even if I were attempting to study them and nothing else from boyhood to decrepit old age, with the most unwearied zeal and with talents greater than I possess, I would still be making progress in discovering their treasures.”

Peter Brown, “Augustine of Hippo”, P.260 (1967, 2000).

Whoever we are, we have all fallen short of the glory of God in our common humanity and frailty.  Hopefully most of us at various times express mercy, compassion, solidarity, reality, truth and love, and all this only by the power of God, without whom we would fail totally.  We throw ourselves into the hands of our God who loves us and knows every hair on our head.

The heroism of our members in their journey with the Resurrected Lord truly makes my heart burn with love and admiration as I see the Christ life develop.  A life that encompasses and works towards developmental maturity as well as increasing spiritual depth through their acceptance and responsibility in suffering and caring for self and others. See Colossians 1:24 – “In my flesh I complete what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of His body, ie the Church”.

These observations and reflections are but the beginning of our acquired wisdom on this issue.

Editor’s Note:  If you have any topics you want discussed or clarified, please inform us.  Upcoming articles will be on:

1) How you might adopt or start a Courage Group

2) The Sexual Urge
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