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One of the surprising things I’ve learned in preparing these articles is that it wasn’t until the
last third of the nineteenth century that the word “homosexuality” was used to describe a person with a
predominant attraction to the same sex.  Prior to that time, people weren’t considered “heterosexual” or
“homosexual.”  Rather, they were simply people who performed sexual “acts” with others of either sex.

What we would today call “sexual orientation” had no part as such in the development of the Catholic
moral tradition regarding sexual acts between people of the same sex.  What was given pride of place were
some biblical passages forbidding certain sexual acts between people of the same sex (Gen. 19:1-29; Romans
1:24-27; I Corinthians 6:10; and I Timothy 1:10) and the natural law theory.

The natural law theory isn’t exactly what its name implies.  It doesn’t mean “doing what comes
naturally.”  The natural law theory starts from the presupposition that everything is created with a specific
purpose or end.  Every act of that creature ought to help realize or at least be consistent with that end.  To use
the technical language, every act of that creature ought to be “ordered to” that end.  If an act does not help
promote or is not consistent with that end, then it is “disordered.”  So, according to natural law theory, such
disordered activity is evil and is to be avoided.

At the risk of oversimplifying, Catholic moral teaching says that the purpose of human sexual activity
is twofold: (1) deepening the union of a husband and wife in marriage and (2) the procreation of children in
this marriage.  Any sexual activity which does not promote or is not consistent with these purposes is
disordered.  Such activity is evil and should be avoided.

These two parts of the Catholic moral tradition on homosexuality, i.e., scriptural prohibition of sexual
acts between people of the same sex and natural law, are clearly evident in the summary of the Church’s
position which is offered in the Catechism of the Catholic Church.

Homosexuality refers to relations between men or between women who experience an exclusive or
predominant sexual attraction toward persons of the same sex.  It has taken a great variety of forms through
the centuries and in different cultures.  Its psychological genesis remains largely unexplained.  Basing itself
on Sacred Scripture, which presents homosexual acts as acts of grave depravity, tradition has always declared
that “homosexual acts are intrinsically disordered.”  They close the sexual act to the gift of life.  They do not
proceed from a genuine affective and sexual complementarity.  Under no circumstances can they be
approved.  (#2357)

A clear signal that this paragraph of the catechism is a modern interpretation of Catholic moral teaching
is its distinction between “a predominant sexual attraction to a person of the same sex” and sexual activity
between people of the same sex.  This is most often referred to as the distinction between “orientation” and
“activity.”  It is this recognition of a particular sexual orientation that is relatively new to our tradition.

In 1986 Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger wrote a letter entitled, “On the Pastoral Care of Homosexual
Persons.”  In this letter he, too, recognizes the distinction between orientation and activity, but adds the
following with respect to orientation: “The particular inclination of the homosexual person is not a sin.”
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Perhaps the most important reason why the Church does not consider the inclination itself sinful is that
it recognizes that someone who genuinely has a homosexual orientation has not chosen that orientation.  Sin
implies freedom and choice.  If the orientation is not chosen, it cannot be sinful.

Although the inclination or orientation is not chosen, sexual acts between people of the same sex are
a result of choice.  If someone can choose to commit a sexual act with a person of the same sex, that person
can also choose not to commit such an act.  The ability of a person to freely choose or not choose such an act
is what underlies the Church’s teaching that homosexual acts can and ought to be avoided.

It is for this reason that the Church does not approve homosexual activity, while at the same time
accepts the God-given dignity of persons with a homosexual orientation.  The Catechism puts it this way:

Homosexual persons are called to chastity.  By virtues of self-mastery that teach them inner freedom,
at times by the support of disinterested friendship, by prayer and sacramental grace, they can and should
gradually and resolutely approach Christian perfection.  (#2359)

Obviously, this creates a difficulty for the gay or lesbian person.  On the one hand the Church accepts
them as people with God-given dignity.  On the other hand, it teaches that they may not act on an inclination
which comes naturally to them.  The Catechism recognizes this difficulty and calls on all people of faith to do
the same:  

The number of men and women who have deep-seated homosexual tendencies is not negligible.  They
do not choose their homosexual condition; for most of them it is a trial.  They must be accepted with respect,
compassion, and sensitivity.  Every sign of unjust discrimination in their regard should be avoided.  These
persons are called to fulfill God’s will in their lives and, if they are Christian, to unite to the sacrifice of the
Lord’s Cross the difficulties they may encounter from their condition.  (#2358)

It is not surprising that even though the Church’s teaching calls for respect, compassion and sensitivity,
many Catholics who are homosexual object to it.  Again at the risk of oversimplifying, they claim that such
respect, compassion and sensitivity are hollow.  What good are these if their unchosen orientation means now
that they must choose a life of celibate chastity?

In addition, many take issue with the phrase “unjust discrimination” in article #2358 quoted above.
It seems to imply that there would be such a thing as “just discrimination” in their regard.

In fact, in June of 1992, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith issued a statement in which it
stated that in certain situations discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation may be justified.  The document
entitled, “Some Considerations Concerning the Catholic Response to Legislative Proposal on the Non-
Discrimination of Homosexual Persons,” named these as such possible situations: The adoption of children;
the hiring and firing of teachers; the housing needs of genuine families; landlords’ legitimate concerns in
screening potential tenants; and military recruitment.

“Free” choice of a lifetime of celibate chastity and the possibility of facing “just” discrimination have
led many in the homosexual community to leave Roman Catholicism or to no longer consider its teaching
credible.

As homosexuality becomes better understood, it is possible that Church teaching in this matter may
develop and take on new nuances.  But in the meantime the challenge to the entire Catholic community is to
create a climate of welcome and respect.  We must find ways to be with people of God who are gay or lesbian
even as they struggle with what the Church teaches.


