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People of God who are

Gay or Lesbian:

A Catholic Pastoral Response

by Fr. Joseph Fortuna
(Second in a series)

More than twenty years ago I sat in a seminary classroom in a course called, “Philosophical
Anthropology.”  During one class session the teacher was trying to get across a difficult concept which St.
Thomas Aquinas had borrowed from the ancient Greek philosopher, Aristotle.  The technical term was
“accident,” and the definition was that “an accident is something which inheres in something else, called a
substance.”

In order to get his point across, he asked us, “Have you ever seen ‘blue’ walking down the street?  Or
have you ever seen ‘tall’ shooting a basketball?”  The answer was obviously, “No.  Blue and tall don’t exist
by themselves.  There is always a ‘blue something’ or a ‘tall someone,’ not simply blue or tall.”

This class came to mind because often homosexuality is discussed as if it, too, could walk down the
street by itself.  Homosexuality doesn’t exist by itself.  Rather than thinking about homosexuality, it is probably
far better to think of “people who are homosexual.”

It is important to take, “people who are homosexual” as our starting point, rather than the abstract
“homosexuality,” because it will keep us from falling into two powerful traps.  The first is stereotyping.  To
stereotype means to take one attribute of one person who is homosexual, and to say that this is the “nature”
of homosexuality.  A typical stereotype of a gay man is someone with effeminate mannerisms.  A typical
stereotype of a lesbian woman is one who wears her hair cut short and seems “tough.”  The problem with this
stereotyping is that it reduces the whole reality of being a homosexual person to one attribute.  Another is that
some people who are not homosexual may have the same attributes.

The second trap is generalizing.  To generalize is to say that what is true of one person who is gay or
lesbian is true of all.  But other than having a sexual orientation to people of the same sex, people who are gay
or lesbian are as diverse as people who are heterosexual.  Some people who are gay or lesbian do have some
of the stereotypical attributes, but most do not.  The fact of the matter is that unless an individual explicitly
discloses his or her sexual orientation, we cannot be certain what it is.

It is very difficult to name the experience of gays or lesbians without considering individual gay or
lesbian people.  They are not all the same.  They are diverse as all people are diverse.  And just as our Catholic
faith calls upon us to love and respect all people in all their diversity, so does it call us to love and respect
people who are gay or lesbian.

The first faith response to a person who is gay or lesbian ought then to be respect and empathy.
Respect allows the gay or lesbian person to be who God has created them to be without defense or apology.
Empathy seeks to understand not so much homosexuality in the abstract but “this man” or “this woman.”
Respect and empathy allow all human beings to be valued for their God-given dignity.

There are some things that seem to be common to the experience of gay or lesbian people, not because
they are all the same, but because the dominant culture in which we live presumes that people are heterosexual.
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This creates problems for homosexuals that others do not face.

For example, all human beings who grow to adulthood face a difficult period of discovering their sexual
identity.  They get in touch with their bodies, with feelings and needs that were not noticed or important
before, with desires for the relationship and intimacy which are necessary for healthy human living.

Discovering one’s sexual identity is difficult even when one is heterosexual.  There is a certain amount
of discomfort and embarrassment, a great deal of insecurity and sometimes awkwardness, along with
anticipation and excitement.  It is very important during this time to have healthy role models and conversation
partners.

But difficult as this is for someone who is heterosexual, it is far more difficult for people who discover
they are gay or lesbian.  They begin to discover that their desires and attractions are not like those of most
other people.  Everything to which their culture says they should be attracted, every socially acceptable
behavior and situation, the majority of celebrity role models, situation comedies, movies, and so forth–trumpet
the norm of being heterosexual.

People discovering they are gay or lesbian can be horrified, frightened and confused.  They can feel
isolated and alone.  Their fears and confusion can lead them to repress their true sexual identity or to act out
in ways that are not healthy.  They can feel marginalized and invisible in our culture because our culture has
a decided preference that they be marginalized or invisible.

In addition, if their sexual orientation is known, they must face the uninformed and often insensitive
and cruel behavior of those around them.  Not infrequently even family and well-intended friends act toward
them in ways that discourage disclosure of who they really are.

But think about how this can affect the homosexual.  If human beings require intimacy and relationship
in order to be healthy and to grow, and if such intimacy and relationship require deepening trust and honest
self-disclosure, then the pressure upon gay and lesbian people to remain closeted is not just pressure, it is
oppression.  It is little wonder that so many are not honest (even with themselves) and choose to live as
someone they are not, or choose to live in a gay or lesbian “subculture” in which they can find acceptance but
at the price of increased marginalization from society.

A Catholic pastoral response to gay and lesbian people must consider carefully the manner in which
Jesus sought and cared for those whom the dominant society marginalized and cast out.  We must ponder that
Jesus was never condescending, nor did he permit those who were outcast to turn away from the truth of their
existence.  In every instance he helped them to see and live their existence in light of the Reign of God.  He
challenged them to accept God’s commands at the same time that he challenged those in the dominant society
to confront their own prejudices and ungodly attitudes.  He invited all, both the marginalized and the socially
accepted, to find a way to live and love each other that is characteristic of the Reign of God.


