“COURAGE” MINISTRY

Article 4 – 15th March 2000

Brendan Scarce

Accounting For The Hope Within “Courage” – 

A Recent Dialogue

1 Peter 3:15 “..in your hearts reverence Christ as Lord.  Always be prepared to make a defence to anyone who calls you to account for the hope that is in you, yet do it with gentleness and reverence: v.16 and keep your conscience clear..”

Introduction
Recently a very active and well-informed Catholic layman was invited to attend a fund-raising Dinner for Courage.  He informed me that he was ambivalent about ‘this change thing’ and doubted if anybody could change.  I invited him a number of times to express his reservations so that I could see where he was coming from and thus provide a reasoned and acceptable answer about the philosophy and purpose of Courage.

His expressed concerns were the homophobia he sees within the laity, the media influence of enticing people who are probably unsure about their homosexuality, identifying as gay, and the issue of sexual abuse within the Church.  He wondered also about freedom of choice and more or less concluded his doleful list by commenting that the history of the church has not been good with certain minorities.

An Interim Response

His comments were not unfamiliar to me, and my first response was that Courage is about supporting those who by their own volition make a deliberate choice to leave the gay scene.  It is not about change per se: (Actually many experience a change in the intensity of the same sex attraction, most change inappropriate behaviours, and some experience a change in gender identity, while a small number do change to a full heterosexual lifestyle, usually after some years.)  This good man’s litany of issues and reticence about Courage lead me to analyse the reality, purpose, morality and scriptural values underpinning Courage.

The Experience and Reality of Courage in Brisbane

Brisbane Courage started with two members meeting weekly in a Catholic Church sacristy for some months.  The format was the reading of the five goals of Courage, prayer for twenty minutes before the Blessed Sacrament, and intercession for our future.  We believed in faith that our membership would grow: We now have eight members meeting fortnightly.  Six of these members approached Courage or were referred.  The secretary was invited by me to be a participating member.  Occasionally we have our Chaplain attend and he did accompany six of our members to Canberra for the first National Courage Conference in November 1999.

The Five Goals of Courage

The majority of the Brisbane Courage members do not now see themselves as “gay” and have left behind the genital expression of homosexuality.  Occasionally there is some acting out but part and parcel of what Courage is about is the support of the person during their struggles and journeying.  It is not a group of perfect individuals, but a group of committed men who strive to do the will of God through its goals.  The five goals illustrate the dynamics of its purpose and ministry:-

1. To live chaste lives in accordance with the Roman Catholic Church’s teaching on homosexuality.  Comment: Courage members hold that homosexual activity is always immoral and this first goal was explicitly formulated to show that Courage identifies with the Church’s teaching.  (See Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith Notification in L’Osservatore Romano No. 28 of 14 July 1999.)

2. To dedicate our entire lives to Christ through service to others, spiritual reading, prayer, meditation, individual spiritual direction, frequent attendance at Mass and frequent reception of the sacraments of penance and of the Holy Eucharist.  Comment: This goal emphasises prayer life and its central importance in fostering the life of chastity, through the cultivation of an interior life that is centred on Christ Jesus.  No progress is made without the power of Jesus and the Spirit.  The cultivation of a prayer life helps the individual to cope with the loneliness common to the homosexual condition.

3. To foster a spirit of fellowship in which we may share with one another our thoughts and experiences and so ensure that none of us will have to face the problems of homosexuality alone.  Comment: The sharing of life experiences and the sharing of ideals allows members to identify not only with each other’s problems, but also with each other’s ideals.  Members can learn to look honestly at themselves in the presence of supporting people and gain insight from the observations of others who are “in the same boat”.  NB Where there is no real sharing at a meeting, or where members become embroiled in discussions of abstract issues, then little spiritual progress will be made at that meeting.

4. To be mindful of the truth that chaste friendships are not only possible but necessary in a celibate Christian life and to encourage one another in forming and sustaining them.  Comment: Before one can reflect on friendship one needs a sense of belonging to the group.  Previously, the desire for intimacy had been misguided, and probably emotionally dependent, expressing itself in homosexual steady love relationships.  Having given that up, a person still needs intimacy – only of the right kind, expressed in a chaste friendship.  For we can do without sexual-genital intimacy, but cannot do without the intimacy of chaste friendships.

5. To live lives that may serve as good examples to other homosexuals.  Comment: This is not done in a self-righteous way, but encourages members to talk about their struggles and their failures and thereby showing that Courage is for saints and sinner.

What a Former Gay Activist Says About Courage

Some people hostile to Courage, for whatever reason, depict Courage as unmerciful etc.  David Morrison in his 1999 work “Beyond Gay” asserts that Courage is about choices.  “Courage members are not required to be living chastely when they arrive and some may never arrive at this point.  All Courage requires is that its members commit to trying to live the goals.  The goals are goals, after all, things people aim toward and for.  They are not grades for work already done.  Courage is not an orientation change group.  Courage does not require anyone coming to meetings or getting support to commit to diminishing their same sex attraction or changing it to a more heterosexual focus.”

The Moral Responsibility of Authentic Teaching

The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith has issued documents about the “Pastoral Care of Homosexual Persons” and “Non-Discrimination Against Homosexual Persons”.  In note 4 of the first document mentioned it says:- “An essential dimension of authentic pastoral care is the identification of causes of confusion regarding the Church’s teaching.”  Last year the Congregation in handing down a ruling about the work of two religious persons in the United States, who were not adhering to the “solid foundation of a constant biblical testimony … and the clear consistency with the Scriptures on the moral issue of homosexuality..” said that “persons who are struggling with homosexuality no less than others have the right to receive the authentic teaching of the Church from those who minister to them."” (See previous reference to L’Osservatore Romano above.)

In the past two years, members of Brisbane Courage have visited ten priests and parish councils to inform and attest to our ministry.  Two Parishes have advertised our work and other Parish Priests have been gracious to us.  However, there is little doubt that we start with a disadvantage, because we have been cast as villains, as homophobic, as causing breakdown and compromising the integrity of people struggling with same sex attraction.  This is the burden we bear, but we apply the Petrine principle of 1 Peter 3:15 by acting in good faith, hopefully with a clear conscience, and in season and out of season faithfully promote the Church’s authentic teaching as we believe it applies to our lives.  To this end we grapple with these disadvantageous commonly held opinions from our brothers and sisters in the pews knowing that we must be patient and persevering as 1 Peter exhorts.

The Group Dynamic and Hope It Engenders

Our group meetings held fortnightly run for an hour and a half.  Our last meeting was typical of those we have, and it comprised seven men, congregating first in the Chapel and listening to the Catholic Church’s Scripture readings of the day.  After sharing some insights about the readings, and then praying for one another’s needs and others, we went to our meeting room and each one present shared something personal about our journey.  Our failures are shared and in the shared brokenness we experience the healing love of Jesus per se and especially through the love and acceptance by one another.  We usually remember our brother Courage chapters around Australia in our prayers for we do experience solidarity with them in this vital ministry.

Conclusion
One of our tasks as Christians in the third millennium is to communicate in a way that is credible and realistic about the concerns being expressed by Christ’s Lay Faithful.  The laity today is mightily influenced by the media which is teaching by osmosis, in that the values of the world infiltrate into the minds and hearts of very committed Christians.  So many times one hears a view being espoused by good Christians which is contrary to Gospel values.  When questioned, like my friend was, there may be an admission of media influence, although a grudging admission.  It can be argued that many Christians have their perceptions or views significantly influenced by visual presentations and philosophies bombarding them from the various media outlets.  This article is about alerting us to the subtleties of the influences around us and the damaging effect that has on people’s clarity and mission in spreading the good news of Salvation.  The sincere reservation of my friend has aided Courage to practice what it preaches and attempt to conscientiously begin to give answers to this generation.  Courage will continue to be there for those men and women, who freely come in order to change different elements of their lives.  Not one member of Courage has been forced to be a member, everyone has come in order to try something new and attempt to live the five goals, with varying degrees of success.  I salute these humble, prayerful, gutsy men of God..
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