
-11-

People of God 

Who Are Gay or Lesbian:

A Catholic Pastoral Response

by Fr. Joseph Fortuna
(Last in a series)

This past Wednesday ABC TV reran the episode of “Ellen” in which she announced to her family and
friends (and the world) that she is lesbian.  Although I did not plan to frame this series of articles with this
television episode, that this did in fact occur is a happy coincidence.

It is a happy coincidence because it allows me to state again one of the primary reasons for addressing
this topic at all: Gay and lesbian people are in the public eye with increased frequency.  But even though this
is the case, misinformation and prejudice regarding homosexuals continues to be a problem.  What seemed true
at the start of this series seems true at the end: There is a need for us as Catholics to deliberately and sensitively
form a just and pastoral response to people who are gay or lesbian.

My sense is that most parishioners acknowledge the importance and legitimacy of this effort.  But some
also have asked, “Why so much attention to this issue?  Is something going on here?”  These are very fair
questions that deserve an honest response.  The reason so much ink has been poured out is that an adequate
treatment of the subject required it.  Much of the misinformation and prejudice surrounding homosexuals
comes from stereotypes, half-truths, scientifically questionable and insignificantly nuanced presentations of
them.  Prejudice also comes from a failure to understand the experience of being gay or lesbian.
Misinformation comes from a lack of awareness of the church’s teaching.  In other words, a Catholic pastoral
response to gay and lesbian people of God requires compassion, sophistication and intellectual effort.  Even
the six articles in this series just scratch the surface.

But the other half of the question posed by parishioners must also be addressed, “Is something going
on here?”  From one point of view the answer is, “No.”  This series did not originate as a response to
difficulties, irregularities or injustices that are peculiar to Ascension Parish.  It did not stem from complaints
from or about people who are gay or lesbian.

From another point of view, however, the answer is, “Yes, there is something going on here.”  First,
what is going on is an attempt to increase awareness and understanding of homosexual people.  Second, what
is going on is the unseen and often silent struggle of people in our parish and neighborhood who are gay or
lesbian to deal with their homosexuality.  Third, what is going on are the parallel attempts of family and friends
to love and support them in their struggle.  These last two struggles have been going on in our midst for years.
What is different now is that these struggles can be shared because we have a more compassionate
understanding of what they involve.

A final and very important question must be addressed before this series concludes, namely, the role
of gay and lesbian people of God in the Roman Catholic Church.  The most obvious answer is suggested by
a book title addressing this issue, “We Were Baptized, Too!”  In other words, those baptized members of the
church who are gay or lesbian have the same rights and responsibilities in our church as any other members
of our church.

This means, for example, that gay and lesbian people can exercise the full range of liturgical ministries.
They can be lectors, eucharistic ministers, ushers servers, cantors, choir members, preachers.  It also means
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they can and ought to be involved in the church’s mission to care for the poor, for victims of injustice, for the
sick, for those in any need.  It means they can and ought to be consistently involved in evangelization, adult
education, faith sharing and ongoing formation of conscience.

As for any member of the church, the right and responsibility of homosexual people to participate in
the Church’s mission is not without conditions.  It presumes adequate training and formation, appropriate
accountability to legitimate church authority, and adherence to Church teaching.  Because these conditions are
accepted and met, many homosexuals become priests or religious.

But gay and lesbian people are not just any members of our Church.  Very often the effectiveness of
a person’s involvement in the faith community depends upon an ability to be open, honest and trusted.  Faith
sharing is stilted and artificial if the most important dimensions of who we aren’t permitted to be disclosed.

All this implies that if gay and lesbian people are to assume their rightful roles in our church, then other
church members must be willing to recognize and accept their gifts and participation in the Church’s mission.
What for the heterosexual majority of the baptized may be taken for granted or easily accepted may for the
homosexual minority be not easily attained.  If gay and lesbian people are to assume their rightful roles in our
church, not only must they accept them, but so also must the rest of the people of God.

To conclude this series I offer a word of thanks to all who have read the articles with interest and
respect.  I thank those who have offered positive and constructive feedback.  It is the mark of a maturing and
healthy faith community that a topic as sensitive as this was received so responsibly.  I am grateful to part of
such a community.

   

 

  

        


