



“Courage” Ministry



          Article 50 –April 2009

                                              Brendan Scarce 
Celebrating a milestone: a Feitschrift for valiant Courage members   

Introduction:
‘After this he went out, and saw a tax collector, named Levi, sitting at the tax office; and he said to him, “Follow me.” And he left everything, and rose and followed him.’ (Luke 5; 27-28). I read this scripture during the week and thought it would be good for us to ponder on the occasion of our 50th article. I have sensed the call of God for this work. I have experienced God’s grace, his leading and his gratuitousness, his providence in providing the way, the truth and the life. Let us celebrate as Levi did by giving a meal in honour of Jesus. Our meal in honour of Jesus is making the right choices. All of us have to make choices based upon our circumstances, our gifts, our talents, our opportunities, our obligations and responsibilities, for the will of God manifested in  Christ.  Dr Fred Hollows – a famous and courageous Sydney opthalmologist once said that we have to speak up when no one else will. His life exemplified this characteristic and consequently he was able to provide sight for thousands of poor people. We in Courage speak up in this secularised media saturated  world and speak a truth that is liberating, although costly as Bonboeffer would say in The Cost of Discipleship. Our fiftieth article is a tribute and Feitschrift, (i.e. a special collection of ideas, or  writings for an auspicious occasion or persons), for the men and women who have inspired us in their pain, suffering, fellowship, wisdom, experience, hope, generosity, tenacity, prayerfulness, love, service, joy, courage and faith. 
The origins and context of Brisbane Courage:
Eleven years ago, when Fr John Harvey appointed me the Director of Brisbane Courage, we visited Archbishop Bathersby. The Archbishop came to one of our first Courage meetings. I was extremely gratified by his visit and the men were thrilled by seeing the shepherd of the Archdiocese who regaled us with personal anecdotes from his own life. In more recent years  I have been encouraged and supported  by the Auxiliary Bishops, Brian Finnigan and Joseph Oudeman, and do meet periodically to discuss progress. While Brisbane Courage was first a ministry of Emmanuel Community about five years ago it became a ministry of the Catholic Archdiocese of Brisbane.
Working in this ministry is not easy. So why would I continue in it? I did not want to work in this field, but my previous work as a Social Worker for a Protestant Youth ministry, ‘Teen Challenge’ brought me into contact with aspects of same sex attraction. Peter Lane, a Teen Challenge counsellor, had developed a stable  ministry for same sex attracted and would refer Catholic people to me. I did visit some ministries in the United States, and Peter and I stayed  in a facility for same sex attracted men in California in 1983.  Ever since then I have seen the occasional person wanting help. I was still reluctant to become involved publicly in this ministry.

However, after hearing the  desperation of one  person I believed that it was time to yield to the promptings of the Holy Spirit. With the blessing of the then Moderator and founder of Emmanuel,  Brian Smith,  Courage was formed in 1997 and its first group met in February 1998.

I did feel awkward in the early years, not letting people know of my work. I had to struggle and wrestle  through my own anxieties, self regard, and what others might mistakenly think of me. Today I am comfortable and at peace being known as the Courage man. If I had these feelings as a helper, counsellor, director of Courage what must those who have been involved in all sorts of homosexual practice feel about shame, self-esteem and being identified as   Courage members?

What have I learned from the men and women in Courage?
I  have been privileged to walk with and listen to  men and women from every State and Territory in Australia. Occasionally I have had International workers and foreign students visit me as well. What were they seeking?  They have all sought guidance in one way or another. Most have been confirmed in their valiant quest in living a life in keeping with orthodox catholic principles and morality. I have dealt with all sorts of problems, some involving criminal activity. I have striven to support these men and women in their life of suffering, prayer and hope.  I am full of admiration for them as they strive to live a life of holiness in spite of their orientation and amidst the  shrill trumpet calls of our  hedonistic culture.

I have also listened to parents, siblings and friends of the same sex attracted. I hear the pain, and try to listen with mercy, compassion, and hope  in order to serve them in a wholesome way. Many suffer deeply and are in anguish about the consequences for their children. Even after studying the issue of  same sex attraction for ten years or more and researching for a masters thesis on the topic, I am often no closer to finding satisfactory or definitive answers for those who seek assistance. I am able to reflect on the issues with them: suggesting that love is always a priority, maintaining integrity of purpose and listening with good will. This does not mean agreeing with actions and behaviour that we believe is morally wrong, but accepting our children, siblings, relatives, and friends  as sons and daughters of God. We must be like Jesus when the woman caught in adultery was paraded before him by a hostile condemnatory elite group. He did not condemn, but gave the life giving words of, “Neither do I condemn you.” How wonderful must have been her spirit after hearing Jesus lovingly speak to her. (John 8:1-11). 
Mercy and Love - The fundamental attributes  for Ministry:

To be a man or women of mercy is essential.  This is not a naïve approach – but one that Pope John Paul II suggests in his encyclical Dives in Misericordia.  He tells the Church that “The genuine face of mercy has to be ever revealed anew.” (para. 6). He expands on this idea when he writes about the Mercy revealed in the Cross and Resurrection. “Believing in the crucified Son means ‘seeing the Father (Jn.14;9)’, [and] means believing that love is present in the world and that love is more powerful than any kind of evil in which individuals, humanity, or the world are involved. Believing in this love means believing in mercy. For mercy is an indispensable dimension of love; it is as it were love’s second name…” (para. 7). John Paul II explains in more detail that “in human history, which is at the same time the history of sin and death, love must be revealed above all as mercy and must also be actualized as mercy.” (para. 8).  I have experienced the merciful love of God and I see that in the members, friends and coworkers within Courage. It is very inspiring to see this agape love in action. 
The Teaching of Brisbane Courage:
The Sacred Scriptures, Papal teachings, the lives of the Saints, sound modern psychological and sociological practices, a pattern of prayer and disciplined life style are the fundamentals suggested by Courage in the first instance for those who seek permanent help. Not all are able to do this for one reason or another. For those who can I would recommend the seeking out of a  mentor, counsellor, spiritual director or priest and to be accountable for the spiritual life, conduct and behaviour. 
When ministering to people’s suffering I try to follow the guidelines of John Paul II in his 1984 beautifully written encyclical Salvifici Doloris. He urges the Church “…to try to meet man in a special way on the path of his suffering.’ (para. 3). He continues to describe  moral suffering as a “pain of the soul” and as such  it is not as easily identifiable as physical suffering and not “as reachable as therapy.”(para. 4). He encourages us to examine the Sacred Scriptures and the life of Jesus Christ in an attempt to come to terms with suffering. There is much more in the encyclical for us to ponder in our desire to assist our brothers and sisters who suffer greatly.

Australian culture:

Australia was described by Mother Teresa as one of the most difficult areas in the world regarding spirituality. In our culture we are becoming more blaise about religion and apprehensive about those who attend Church. More and more Australians are sceptical and suspicious of organized religion. Sometimes when I mention Church or Sunday in various secular places, people trot out old chestnuts about the Church and the relevance of Jesus. It shows me the absolute ignorance of so many about the truths of religion. Given this society the attempt to minister to men and women who want to live a life of holiness and be chaste is a huge conundrum for many. We do not get any help from our secular society and the media only inflames the situation with sensational stories. Nonetheless we must not be daunted but be emboldened by the Gospel imperative and the call of Jesus to Levi - “Follow me”.  
The purpose of these articles:
I wanted to build up an informative body of knowledge  that challenged  aspects of  Australian culture, the attitude of the press, and sheer ignorance about the Catholic Church’s ministry to same sex attracted men and women. I had experienced even among Catholics confusion, doubt, hurt and anger about the perceived lacunae, (i.e. not enough resources and the empty parts and missing elements), in  the work of ministering to same sex attracted.

I hope the fifty articles written are examined and studied and provide a way for men and women “to lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called.” Ephesians 4:1

If that is done in a serious and sincere way my joy would be complete and it would have been worth while composing the fifty articles.

May the name of Our Lord Jesus Christ be glorified forever and ever. Amen. 
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