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The Reason for the 1986 Document from the CDF

Introduction:  

In  the continuous work of the Courage Ministry we try to read the signs of the times and to speak to the various audiences listening to us. Some of you are well versed in the Catholic way and the teachings  of  sexual morality. Some of you are men and women of same  sex attraction. Some of you are parents and siblings who are seeking a better understanding of what same sex attraction means and desiring deeply to minister in a loving way to family members. Still, some of you are pastors, priests and ministers who support the thrust  and goals of Courage, with its fundamental purpose being:  its ministry of helping same sex attracted men and women, who have left the gay scene, for the purpose of  living  a  new lifestyle. A lifestyle, that is inspired by the gospel teachings espoused by the Roman Catholic Church.    

In  article 39, of June 2007, I declared my intention of providing a shortened account of my Master’s Thesis over five or six articles. I continue to do so by giving an account of chapter two of my thesis, entitled  “On the Pastoral Care of Homosexual Persons” -The 1986 document of  the Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith. For some of you this will be well known, but for most it is probably unread and unstudied.  I will now provide a basic summary and précis of chapter two..
A pastoral reason  for the guidance of the Bishops of the Roman Catholic Church:

The Congregation’s document has noted the increased public interest and debate in the subject of Homosexuality and its morality, and questions  a number of arguments and assertions which are inconsistent with Catholic Church teaching . In article two it establishes the ground for Catholic morality as being based “on human reason illumined by faith” and “consciously motivated by the desire to do the will of God our Father.”
A controversial comment in the document  states that the condition of homosexuality is an “objective disorder.” This statement has been subjected to furious and bitter criticism by the pro-homosexual school, which would allow homogenital activity. The document does not weaken its stance when it says that persons engaging in homosexual activity have “a disordered sexual inclination which is essentially self indulgent.”
There is no doubt that the language of the document is strong, deliberate and forthright, and for this reason many critics take strong objection to it. However, the Congregation is unambiguous in what it believes is for the pastoral good of the People of God.
The dignity of all persons emphasised:

The document is clear about not reducing persons to a label. It criticises the notion that  the sexual behaviour of homosexual persons is always and totally compulsive and  therefore  without accountability. Such a view reduces the person to a function  and diminishes his god-like and god given personality. It in fact leads to a depersonalization of the individual. The Church steadfastly refuses to consider the person as a heterosexual or a homosexual and insists that every person has a fundamental identity: the creature of God and by grace his child and heir to eternal life. The  Church is about building respect for each person who is made in the  image of God, since every person has the dignity of a son and daughter of God. (See Courage article 10 of July 2002 – A Catholic Response to Homosexuality, for a fuller anlaysis.} 
This concept is very important in the whole debate about the pros and cons of homosexual behaviour and lifestyle, for it provides us with a framework to view each individual as a person made in God’s image and likeness.  It gets us away from futile debate about behaviour disconnected from the purpose of personal enhancement and enrichment and cooperating with the divine plan as first suggested in Genesis. This view of the person is a most significant factor in Pope John Paul’s catechetical instructions about the nuptial meaning of the body and implications for human conduct in marriage sexuality. We will say more about this in a later but related Courage article.
The relevance of Sacred Scripture:

Sacred scripture and its importance on the subject of homosexuality is emphasised in paragraphs four, five and six. The paragraphs point to the ability of Sacred scripture to speak to our contemporary age, the consistency of Sacred scripture over the centuries and the sound interpretation of Sacred scripture in accordance with the Tradition of the Church. The paragraphs also remind us of certain biblical comments such as Genesis 3, Leviticus 18 and Romans 1. The authority and relevance of these biblical quotes will be examined more closely  in a forthcoming  Courage article dealing with chapter four of the thesis entitled The Bible and Homosexuality.
Pressure groups and Lobby activists:

The  philosophy and purpose of pressure groups is described by the Congregation as materialistic and at variance with the transcendence and the supernatural vocation of every individual. In other words, such groups obstruct persons striving to lead a life of holiness and thus  ultimately living in hope of their eternal salvation. 
I appeal to St Paul in Colossians 3:1-3 in answer to this notion of just living for now. “Since you have been brought back to true life with Christ, you must look for the things that are in heaven, where Christ is, sitting at God’s right hand. Let your thoughts be on heavenly things, not on the things that are on the earth, because you have died, and now the life you have is hidden with Christ in God.”.
Bruce Williams  a theologian writing in Theological Studies, Issue 48 of 1987 mentions  the manipulative, deceptive and exploitative tendencies of the gay movement when it abuses the good will of upright Christians by slyly arousing their feelings of fair play. He maintains that the gay movement plays on the sense of guilt over the real anti-gay injustices in the Church and society.   He does urge a dialogue  with those of same sex attraction and believes the Church would learn from listening humbly and charitably  to these challenges when presented. Sadly my experience at St. Leo’s College within the University of Queensland in 2003 only confirmed this view of Williams. (See Courage article 14 of April 2003 – Fr John Harvey’s February 2003 Australian Tour for a fuller account of the gay lobby’s aggressive and disturbing behaviour when  among other things a protester grabbed a book out of my hand and threw it away.) Despite this I still believe in dialoguing with those who disagree with us. We extend charity in so doing.
In the later parts of the document, bishops are exhorted to be vigilant and to bring the teaching of the Church in all its integrity to those involved in ministry. It provides a blunt comment by suggesting that it would rule against those organizations and programmes which seek to undermine this teaching. The reason given for this sharp edge to the document is that departure from the Church’s teaching, or silence about it, in an effort to provide pastoral care is neither caring nor pastoral. It then makes a most important comment: Only  what is true can ultimately be pastoral . The neglect of the Church’s position prevents  those men and women with same sex attraction from receiving the care they need and deserve. 
Some Helpful Criticisms of the Document 
Whenever a document is issued from the Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith there is usually a flood of commentaries from opposing schools of thought. This was the case in 1986. The criticisms are worth examining because they highlight the actual points made for the pastoral good of same sex attracted persons.

Quite a number of theologians accused the Congregation of marginalizing and silencing people of same sex attraction. Others felt that the document left no room for same sex people to manoeuvre – meaning that there was no wholesome  place for them in the Church and that there was no acknowledgement and regard for their personal rights or the wisdom of their experience. An experienced and well respected Australian priest called it a judgemental document and dishonest when it stated that homosexuality puts the rights and the nature of families in jeopardy. I will address these assertions more fully later, with the help of  an  Archbishop and a Catholic moral theologian who apply the insights and wisdom contained in the traditional view about human sexuality and Catholic morality.
One or two sociologists accuse the Vatican officials of academic fraud while themselves  exaggerating the statistic of those who are same sex attracted. There is almost universal agreement among scholars and workers in the field that the number of same sex attracted men is at best 4% while for females it is again at best 2%. (See Genovesi, V  In Pursuit of Love: Catholic Morality and Human Sexuality. Wilmington Delaware, Michael Glazier 1987 . p.250 fn.11.) 

Rejection of the consistent scriptural witness.  
Certain theologians vehemently deny that throughout the period of Salvation History and the whole course of  Christianity sacred scripture is consistent about the issue of homosexuality.  They question the way the usual six passages are interpreted to support the traditional stand of the Church. They argue that it is a woeful distortion and an inadequate statement  which  only perpetuates time-honoured prejudices . They also seem  to imply that the relationships of Jonathan  and David , and Naomi and Ruth are instances where scripture highlights the positive elements of same-sex relationships with the possibility of homogenital activity.  
My serious reservation here is that they are arguing a case from the silence of scripture . This matter is examined in more detail in my chapter four of the thesis. See a later Courage article for my rebuttal of this idea.

Is the Document reasonable and worthwhile in its comments on homosexuality?
This question will be examined more closely in the next article when I conclude the analysis of  chapter two of  the thesis. I conclude that the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith’s document is like a prophetic voice speaking for the good of the Church. I was surprised at  the depth of the document and its wisdom – despite the vehement criticism it drew from so many. I will comment on the pastoral letter of Archbishop Quinn of San Francisco, written at the time of the 1986 furore. Though written twenty years ago its message is as relevant today as it was then. 
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