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People of God

Who are Gay or Lesbian

A Catholic Pastoral Response

by Fr. Joseph Fortuna
(Third in a series)

If we are to arrive at a Catholic pastoral response to People of God who are gay or lesbian, then we
have a responsibility to be informed.  This is one reason why in my previous article I attempted to describe
what gays or lesbians experience as they live in a culture that is predominately heterosexual and considers
heterosexuality to be normative.  In this article, I’d like to carry the quest to be informed one step further:
What does science have to say about homosexuality?

When the “scientific” approach to homosexuality is taken, three questions seem to command attention.
(1) What is homosexuality?  (2) What is the frequency of homosexuality in the general population?  (3) What
is the origin (or cause) of homosexuality?

The answers to these questions are not easy to determine.  The manner in which the first question is
answered will make a difference in the answer to the other two.  But the answer to “What is homosexuality”
can differ according to the one who is defining.  The interconnection between definition and frequency of
homosexuality is well demonstrated by Mary Stewart Van Leeuwen, a professor of psychology at Easter
College.  She writes:

In random sample surveys, such as the landmark Sex in America study, when homosexuality is
narrowly defined–either by self-identity or by sexual contact exclusively with same-sex partners in the past
year– then less than 3% of adult men and 2% of women are homosexual.  When it is defined in terms of ever
having had a same-sex contact the percentages go up to about 9% and 4% respectively.  These figures are
complicated, however, by the fact that for upwards of half the men who report having had any same-sex
contact it occurred before age eighteen and never again thereafter, whereas women who report same-sex
contact usually had it after age eighteen.  If homosexuality is defined, even more widely, as ongoing
attraction to same-sex persons or to same-sex erotic activities (regardless of one’s feelings or behavior with
the other sex), the figures for both men and women are in the 20% range.”  (p. 145) [“To Ask a Better
Question: The Heterosexuality-Homosexuality Debate Revisited.” Interpretation vol 5 Ω (April 1997): 143-
158] Later in the same article, Van Leeuwen offers her personal opinion that “primary homosexuals,” that is,
“persons with a consistent and longstanding pattern of attraction directed exclusively to members of their own
sex,” do exist, although the percentage is small.  (p. 156)

Even when one has decided how to define homosexuality, its origin or cause is very difficult to
determine.  The evidence is piecemeal.  We don’t have all the pieces, and those we have don’t always seem
to fit together.  

For example, there is some evidence from biology and neurology to suggest that certain brain structures
in some homosexuals may be different from the same structures in heterosexuals.  There is also evidence to
suggest that there may be a genetic predisposition to homosexuality in some individuals.  But in each of these
instances, the methodology of the research leading to even these tentative conclusions does not permit one to
make sure generalizations to the entire population.  Often heterosexuals in the samples studied had some of
the same characteristics as those identified as homosexuals.
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Not only the “hard sciences,” but also the social sciences have studied the origins of homosexuality.
Many of these point out the influence of family structures and social influences to conclude that homosexuality
is “culturally constructed.”  In other words, a person becomes homosexual (or heterosexual for that matter)
as a result of the social and cultural influence upon him or her.

All of these sciences together try to answer the question that is often posed in this manner:  Is a person
born homosexual, or does a person learn to be homosexual?  And a second question usually follows: Can a
person who is homosexual learn or be trained not to be homosexual?

This is the old nature versus nurture debate.  Are people homosexual because of their genetic and
biological make-up, or because of the environment in which they are raised?  In my opinion, the best answer
is that offered by Fr. Francis Mark Mondimore, a clinical psychiatrist on the faculty of the University of North
Carolina at Chapel.  In his book, A Natural History of Homosexuality (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1996), Mondimore writes:  

“Human sexuality, like our capacity for language and the complex set of capacities we call
‘intelligence,’ can only be understood as arising from a complex interplay of nature and nurture, psychology
and biology, genes and environment.”  (P. 147)

On the question of whether a person can learn to be something other than homosexual, Mondimore
concludes the following:

Evidence from the neurobiology of development and learning explains why sexual orientation does
not appear to be subject to change.  Some behaviors, even behaviors acquired exclusively through learning,
such as language, become embedded in the structure of the nervous system as they develop.  By puberty, the
brain has lost most of its capacity to undergo fundamental change.  If sexual orientation is also one of these
embedded behavioral characteristics, it should be no more possible to change one’s sexual orientation than
it would be to change one’s native language....”  (p. 156)

As I read the evidence, even though it is piecemeal and not all in yet, it seems to point to the conclusion
that for the person who is homosexual, it seems to make no difference what precise network of causes or
conditions are the root of one’s homosexuality.  Taken together the evidence points to the conclusion that no
one chooses his or her sexual orientation (be it homosexual or heterosexual).  Rather, we grow into our
orientation.  As Robert Nugent has stated in his article, “Homosexual Rights and the Catholic Community,”
(Doctrine and Life 44 (1994): 166) “From contemporary research in the development of sexual identity,
sexual orientation seems to be discovered rather than chosen,”

What I conclude from all of this is that homosexuality, no matter how one defines it, does in fact exist.
If one defines it as a sexual orientation for a person of the same sex, its incidence in the general population is
small.  No one thing causes homosexuality, but many things working together in ways that we don’t yet fully
understand.

But for those who are sexually oriented to people of the same sex, their orientation is not something
they have chosen nor something which they can change.  This suggests immediately that a Catholic pastoral
response that seeks to change someone who is homosexual into someone who is heterosexual is misguided,
doomed to failure and not appropriately respectful of the dignity of that person.  An appropriate Catholic
pastoral response will have to take as a given that some people are and will continue to be homosexual.  The
manner in which we accept this fact and live it in context of the Catholic faith will be considered in the
following articles of this series.


