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Who Are Gay or Lesbian:

A Roman Catholic Pastoral Response

by Fr. Joseph Fortuna
(Fifth in a series)

In the first several articles of this series I have discussed the need to address this topic.  I have shared
information on the meaning, experience, origins, and frequency of homosexuality.  I have outlined the Roman
Catholic Church’s official teaching on homosexuality.  But now it is time to switch gears a bit and move from
information sharing to something more personal for all of us.  The question to be considered is this: How do
we respond to the people in our lives who are gay or lesbian?

I place the question in this way on purpose.  I am presuming that the vast majority of us do have people
in our lives who are gay or lesbian.  We may not be aware of who they are, but I’m quite certain that most of
us have friends, co-workers, acquaintances or even family members who are homosexual.

The fact that there may be people in our lives whose homosexuality is unknown to us is itself worth
pondering.  Certainly everyone, regardless of our sexual orientation, is entitled to privacy.  And none of us
shares certain aspects of our lives with anyone other than our close friends.  But the fact that many gay or
lesbian people in our lives do not let us know about their sexual orientation is an indicator of just how difficult
it is for them to do so.

Part of the difficulty comes from the fact that there are people in our society who are bigots.  “Gay-
bashing” is not just a metaphor for verbal abuse.  The incidences of known homosexuals who are beaten up
and even killed simply because they are gay are many.  In addition to overt physical harm, homosexual people
suffer many forms of discrimination.  Many lose “friends” once their orientation becomes known to them.

Another part of the difficulty homosexuals face in revealing their orientation comes from the fact that
they are themselves often in the process of self-discovery.  They only gradually may be discovering who they
are, or only slowly admitting to themselves that this is in fact their reality.  And it is important to recall that
self-discovery and admission can be terrifying in a culture where stereotypes and prejudices diminish
homosexual people.

When we consider all this, as well as the data I presented in an earlier article which indicated that there
is no scientific reason to think that the sexual orientation of a person can be changed, it is apparent that any
attempt to “cure” or “change” someone who is homosexual is misguided and inappropriate.  Our deliberations
lead instead in a different direction.  An appropriate response to a person whom we have discovered is
homosexual is to treat that person in a way that is non-judgmental and respectful.

Indeed, if we consider all that is at stake, if someone “comes out” to us the appropriate response might
very well be to be grateful.  Gratitude is an appropriate response anytime someone trusts us with something
so important or anytime someone makes themselves so vulnerable.  And because the person has made himself
or herself so vulnerable to us, it also would be appropriate to be gentle and empathic.  A self-disclosure as
personal and risky as this presents an opportunity for increased understanding as well as for healing hurts and
tempering fears.

Another very important part of our response to someone who is gay or lesbian is to monitor and be
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honest about our own feelings.  It is not uncommon for someone to feel strong unpleasant emotion upon
learning that a friend or family member is homosexual.  These feelings can arise spontaneously and can be
destructive of us and the other if they are not recognized and dealt with.

For example, parents may feel guilty or somehow responsible for the sexual orientation of their child.
They may be angry at themselves or their child.  They may punish themselves for doing something wrong (even
though they have no clue what this was!)  A friend may be angry or upset because a gay or lesbian friend was
not honest about who they were.

One of the more common reactions to someone coming out is fear.  People may fear that a disclosure
of a same-sex friend’s homosexuality is an indication that they themselves might be homosexual.  Often one’s
own lack of comfort with one’s sexuality, no matter what the orientation, is increased when someone “comes
out” to us.  Even when a person is comfortable with their own sexuality, the disclosure of something as
significant as a friend or family member’s homosexual orientation will raise questions about what happens to
the relationship now. 

In my judgment, one of the most important things to remember when someone discloses their
homosexuality to us is that this person is first of all a human person and our friend, son, daughter, etc.  Every
human person needs real friendship and healthy intimacy.  (Note that real friendship and healthy intimacy are
not to be confused with or reduced to genital sexual expression.)  These require honesty and the risk of self-
disclosure.

Relationships of all kinds and friendships in particular are often “messy.”  In any relationship our
encounter with someone who is different than us, an “other,” both challenges us and reveals something to us
about ourselves.  These challenges and revelations are places where God’s grace can work in our lives,
transforming fears, hate, bigotry and uncertainty into the justice and peace and love that is characteristic of the
reign of God.

As Catholic Christians it is important for us to remember that the church does not consider a
homosexual orientation to be a sin.  I hope that all of us can be the kind of people with whom gay and lesbian
can be free to be the people whom God has created them to be.  I hope that God’s loving presence may be
more clearly manifested and not more obscured by what gay and lesbian people find in our response.


