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Fr John Harvey about the American Bishops’ Pastoral on Same-Sex Attraction

Introduction

In Article 36 of December 2006, I provided some thoughts about the American  Bishops’ Document on the pastoral care of those men and women with same-sex attraction. The founder of Courage, Fr John Harvey’s comments are below. It is important for all of us in the ministry to appreciate the wider and deeper aspects of this issue so that we can speak wisely and confidently to the whole People of God with compassion and love.

An excellent presentation
Fr John says: “[The Document] begins with an excellent presentation of the dogmatic teaching of the Catholic Church on human sexuality in general, and homosexual acts in particular. It states clearly that the homosexual inclination is objectively disordered, but not a sin. A person discovers the inclination within himself, and can learn not to give in to it. Having the inclination does not take away from the intrinsic dignity of the person. Often in the past persons with same-sex attractions would consider this teaching  as making them essentially evil, but the Church sees the person as a whole with a particular deficit, which one can overcome, while leading a holy life. Sin enters the picture when one freely consents to the inclination. The Document rightly stresses the objective nature of Catholic teaching in contrast to the prevalent view that morality is a matter of feelings.”
Fr Harvey’s insight
“From my own experience in reading and writing in the field of homosexuality,  I see the need to clarify the meaning of same-sex attractions as a disordered inclination. The bishops do say that it is an inclination which is very different from other inclinations in that it is, in terms of nature, going in the wrong direction, and is found in no more than three percent of the human race. The inclination itself is disordered, since it is directed toward a sexual union which is intrinsically evil, whereas the heterosexual inclination is ordered to a sexual union which is intrinsically good, but capable of being used for evil through lust, anger, covetousness, and so forth. The sexual inclination in the vast majority of human beings is a strong attraction of a man to a woman and  a woman to a man. This leads during the adolescent period to a desire to relate closely and intimately to a person of the other sex, with the hope of eventually making a permanent commitment  to that other person, that is to say, marriage. From marriage comes that satisfaction of a true two-in-one-flesh relationship with the hope of children. And children complete the family and the generation of the human race. Therefore, this inclination to persons of one’s own sex should not be encouraged. It should not be compared with other inclinations except by way of contrast. This inclination in unnatural in its very roots.” 

Research and Therapy

“The section on ‘Therapy for Homosexual Inclinations’ is far too brief. Dr. Richard Fitzgibbons says that therapy for same-sex attractions makes use of many new insights. Fitzgibbons  will present a complete critique of the psychological aspects of the Document.” (NB.I hope to provide elements of this in a future article). “ A great deal of research of the aetiology of the homosexual condition has provided both psychology and theology with many new insights into the origins of the homosexual condition. One may say that the origins of same-sex attractions is now largely explained.  To be sure, the research of NARTH (National  Association for Research and Therapy of Homosexuality) has given many of us, pastoral theologians and therapists, hope that persons with same-sex attractions(SSA) who seek both individual and group psychotherapy in a spirit of prayer will be able to reduce the power of same-sex attractions, or eliminate them…”
Virtue
“The section on training in virtue is well done. In my 26 years working with Courage I have taught the ways of strengthening the virtue of chastity, not in a didactic manner, but through the interchange among the members themselves as they work the Twelve Steps of A.A. adapted to the homosexual condition…In the section of Virtue the bishops wisely point out that one does not rely solely upon one’s own powers to train one’s desires to accord with God’s will, but also upon prayer and the inspiration that comes from the Holy Spirit. In footnote 20 of the Document, taken from the Cathechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) no. 2399, we find a very illuminating comment: ‘Chastity includes an apprenticeship in self mastery. Which is a training in human freedom. The alternative is cvlear: either man governs his passions and finds peace, or lets himself be dominated by them and becomes unhappy.’ How true!

The quote from The Splendor of Truth  of  John Paul II, quoted in the Document, says that it is a very serious error to conclude that the Church’s teaching is only an ideal; in truth, our Redeemer has set our freedom free from the domination of concupiscence…”
  
Pastoral Obstacles recognized 
In this section “the bishops reaffirm the teaching of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, [in its] Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church on the Pastoral Care of Homosexual Persons, (October 1986). [When it says] that pastoral care which departs from the authentic teaching of the Church is neither caring nor pastoral. It also points out that the Church cannot support organizations or individuals whose work contradicts, is ambiguous about, or neglects her teaching on sexuality… In their analysis of “Obstacles”, earlier in the Document, the authors keep referring to homosexual persons as victims of violence from heterosexual persons. But from my reading and pastoral experience I believe that the pendulum has swung to the other extreme.” (I can vouch for this in my hosting of Fr Harvey at a University of Queensland Residential College in early 2003. See my article No …at  http://bne.catholic.net.aucourage).
Some Catholics are not convinced that homosexual activity is always immoral
Fr Harvey continuing his analysis of the Document writes: “In my contacts with parents and relatives of persons with SSA, particularly college students, I find some insisting that there is nothing wrong with homosexual persons desiring to form same-sex physical unions. It is said that this will help them in their loneliness. Very probably, they say, they were born that way. ‘The two men in the apartment next to us are so kind.’ On many college campuses young women believe it to be ‘cool’ to be bisexual, without a clue to what it is all about. In short, this current phenomenon has become part of the problem.”

Fr.Harvey further explains  that “The Document is on target, however, in its analysis of moral relativism, leading many to deny an objective basis for moral judgements; recognizing no act as intrinsically evil, that is to say, evil by its very nature. What makes it even more difficult to present as Catholic teaching is the claim by gay advocates that persons with SSA have an absolute right to homosexual acts, which means they are above the natural moral law…”
Gay marriage is not an option 
“…The bishops make the point that it is not unjust to oppose so-called gay marriage, which would continue the devaluation of marriage, and the further breakdown of family life. Another obstacle to the reception of Catholic teaching is both hedonism and consumerism in our culture.  This leads to viewing sexual relations as just another form of pleasure. Chastity is seen as incomprehensible if not impossible… In short, the world concentrates on the goods of this world as if there is nothing else beyond this life…”
The question of disclosure 
“The Document brings up the question whether persons with same-sex tendencies should tell others. I believe that a person should choose a trusted friend, or two, and stop there. They may also wish to disclose their situation to a priest or therapist.  I have cautioned Courage members to follow this advice. Already, as a member of Courage, one has the protection of confidentiality and anonymity within the group. With regard to family some Courage members choose not to reveal their SSA to siblings or even to parents for reasons of prudence…”
Special formation 
“The Document suggests that persons with SSA need special formation, and I agree. It would be similar to the work of Courage in forming leaders of our groups. Besides knowledge of Catholic teaching one needs background in the emotional problems frequently found in persons with SSA. It is highly recommended that the diocese be selective in choosing persons to give such formation, or be leaders of Courage. Because of the shortage of priests many lay persons with preparation in theology and psychology are doing a splendid work leading Courage groups.”
Sacraments and Worship
“Most of the section on ‘Sacraments and Worship’ applies to both heterosexual and homosexual persons for example, the reception of the Holy Eucharist and of Penance, and the development of an intensive prayer life. The Document makes it clear that the Church does not support so-called gay marriages, or any semblance thereof, including civil unions that give the appearance of marriage. It states that the Church does not support the adoption of children by same-sex couples. It does not elaborate on the damage done to a child in such a situation. The Church, however, does not refuse the Sacrament of Baptism to such children, but it insists on a well founded hope that the child will receive instruction in the Catholic religion. This condition of  well founded hope will be difficult to achieve because people in same-sex unions, generally speaking, do not agree with Catholic teaching.”
Pastoral Support  
“The A Pastoral Support  section is very well done. It recommends spiritual support groups for persons who are struggling with SSA, and in the footnote refers to Courage and Encourage as  support systems whose principles are in accord with the teaching of the Church. It encourages persons with SSA not to define themselves primarily in terms of their sexual inclinations, or to participate in gay subcultures. I would add that such persons define themselves as creatures of God with intelligence, free will, and the power under God’s grace to overcome lust and other evil desires; when baptized into the Church  they become brothers and sisters of Christ. Courage agrees with the bishops that members of Courage and like communities should form relationships with a wider community.”
Wisdom for Adolescents 
“The section on pastoral and psychological care for adolescents is very well done. The Document also refers approvingly to support groups of families who have children, spouses, or other relatives with same-sex attractions. That is what Encourage is all about.”
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Conclusion
More  and more pastoral  workers in the field are questioning the myths propagated by the gay lobbyists about the genetic origins and the intractability of same-sex attraction. Last week I purchased Francis MacNutt’s short book entitled: Can Homosexuality be healed?- Chosen Books 2001, Reprinted 2006. The contents of the book are a ringing endorsement of Fr Harvey, the American Bishops and my  comments in Article 36. I strongly recommend it. It costs about $13 and is available from Koorong Books.
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