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Response to Meeting with Priests about Same-Sex-Attraction Group COURAGE, Jan 9, 2020 
by 

Victor Clore 
 

I have been thinking about our meeting regarding same-sex relations. Two pastoral questions come to 
mind:    How do we respond (rather than react) when a gay or lesbian couple comes to register in the parish?  

How do we respond when a gay, lesbian or transgender person comes for pastoral ministry? 

I prepared for this meeting by studying the book Living the Truth in Love, edited by Janet Smith and 
Paul Check, our main speaker. There are six doctrinal theses, seven testimonials, three essays supporting 
pastoral ministry, and two proposing public action. The seven testimonials are candid and personal; they 
describe struggles with same-sex attraction since childhood. Although they have different backgrounds, they all 
experienced the suffering and hopelessness that young LGBTQ persons feel, which endures into adulthood. 
These seven individuals are now celibate members of Courage. Pastors and counselors who have not had 
many dealings with LGBTQ persons would be enlightened by reading these testimonials.  

The approach offered by clinical counselor Dr. Janelle Hallman is professional, practical and 
compassionate; in short, “Do no Harm.” Her essay could be a free-standing 24-page manual for ministerial 
counseling for anyone who desires to care for persons with any personal quandary or crisis. She concludes:   

How we interact and treat this special population of believers (and nonbelievers) is far more significant to 
their ongoing journey than the content of our moral belief systems about homosexuality. … [W]e must earn 
the right to speak into their moral development by first showing our commitment to and care for their entire 
personhood and ongoing process of formation as adolescents and young adults” (p. 242).    

Dr. Timothy Lock, one of our presenters on Thursday, has done extensive research. He shared some of 
that Thursday, for example, that above-average incidence of mood disorders, anxiety, substance abuse, suicide 
and psychotic illness occurs with persons with same-sex attraction. But correlation does not mean causation; 
there may be a causing variable in the background. LGBTQ persons can provide that variable:    
“What do you expect would happen to people who are rejected and persecuted like we have been!”  

Lock answers that objection by referring to the Netherlands, where they have had a notorious gay and 
straight red light district for years. However, in a typical Catholic or Protestant family (in Netherlands or Detroit), 
there would still be strong gut revulsions against homosexuality, in the home, in church, in school, anywhere but 
downtown. Even in the Netherlands, homosexual youth experience the same rejection and ridicule. 

Nevertheless, in the book, Dr. Lock promotes deepened respect for persons with same-sex attraction. 
He illustrates how to offer attention, affection and approval for persons seeking help, regardless of their issue, 
and without subtly showing disapproval or disgust by tone of voice, body language or facial expression (p 272). 
It is too bad that he did not focus on that pastoral approach in his remarks on Thursday.  

Contra Naturam 

The major premise throughout this discussion is that same-sex sexual activity is against nature, and 
always sinful. In the Summa Theologiae, Part II of Book II, Thomas Aquinas lists the Top Ten Sex Sins:  

1-Bestiality is an affront to the human species.  
2-Homosexual sex (he calls it sodomy) is an affront to the natural relationship between male and female. 
3-Contraceptive measures prevent a human life from emerging, and a human soul that might result. 
4-Masturbation seeks pleasure in isolation from natural social relationships.  
 The next six are not “against nature” but they are also serious sins:  
5-Incest flouts the natural relationships proper to people connected by family. 
6-Rape is an injustice. 
7-Sacrilege is a sin against a vow of chastity, therefore a direct offense to God. 
8-Adultery is a sin of injustice to the party joined lawfully to another in marriage. 
9-Fornication is against the social welfare of possible children who might result without a father. 
10-Seduction is carrying away a woman to marry her without parental consent. 

What is nature? What is the nature of sex? It varies. In nonhuman animals, sex between a female and a 
male strictly propagates the species. In some species, it happens in a certain season of the year. In dogs, when 
the bitch is in heat she emits a distinctive scent that attracts every male in the neighborhood. It does not happen 
when she cannot conceive. After sexual copulation. male animals leave the female to care for the young after 
birth. Aquinas has this one purpose in mind, propagation, when he creates his list of sins “against nature.” 
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Every species is different, and humans have a distinct sexual nature. Augustine noted three goals of 
human sex: propagation, the spouses’ mutual love, and the sacramental sign. Humans do not simply copulate; 
they have intercourse – an interpersonal embrace of love. These three goals support one another, and all three 
may occur in any act of intercourse; but in humans, conception often does not occur (or never does). But the 
mutual love and the sacramental sign still function as the natural goals for persons created in God’s image. 

Logical Thinking vs. Church Doctrine 

The logic of a theologian, including a smart theologian like Aquinas, is not the same as universal 
Catholic Teaching. Every theologian thinks within a social context. We Catholics are coming to a heightened 
awareness of the sacredness of every human person. From that aspect, we would re-arrange Aquinas’ list.  

Rape is clearly more than a sin against justice, even if it is done in a “natural” copulation that conceives a child. 
The sacredness of the human person is a more dominant value than justice, and the violation done is more 
serious than “spilling seed.” It is certainly a more unnatural act against the dignity of the victim (and the rapist 
him or herself) than an occasional act of masturbation. Rape ranks at the top of the list of contra naturam.  

Theoretically, an act of sex by or with a vowed celibate offends God, but adultery grievously devastates a 
betrayed spouse; whereas God can take care of God’s self. Adultery belongs at or near the top of the list.  

Fornication is against the welfare of potential fatherless children – a much more unnatural consequence than 
bestiality; in both cases the perpetrator degrades him or herself, but the beast will likely carry on unscathed. 

Seduction defies the parents’ right to arrange a marriage; today the two persons freely make that decision. But 
we are more conscious of unequal “power,” in which supervisors can force sexual attention on subordinates. 

Pedophilia? Aquinas does not list it here. Is that why priests and bishops were so cavalier over this issue? 

Clearly, it is not helpful to quote Aquinas’ top four unnatural sins. Notions of what is natural, and how 
serious a particular action is, depend on cultural context and theoretical analysis. Can a woman walk in public 
with uncovered hair? Assessments develop and change, and theological and moral doctrines develop.  

Charity and Chastity in Christ 

Theological / Cultural development does not mean everything is relative. Sexuality is volatile; just as we 
reasonably manage any emotion, we need to manage sexual desires and impulses in at least four ways: 
abstinence, continence, celibacy and chastity. The virtue of chastity is essential to the Christian way of life.  

Abstinence is refraining from indulging any tendency, pleasure or craving, such as meat, alcohol, or sexual 
intercourse. Among single people sexual abstinence is commonsense to prevent pregnancy and venereal 
disease, and enhances the good order of society. In the inter-personal realm intended spouses can dramatize 
and appreciate their total gift to each other, anticipating when they do make their vows. In the transcendent 
realm, abstinence before or during marriage can help transcend bodily craving, and reflect the love of God. 

 Continence means control of bodily functions, such as bladder, bowels, or sexual activity; i.e., self-control. 
Self-control can involve abstinence, as when an alcoholic abstains to maintain continence; but continence 
means moderation. In the sexual inter-personal realm, continence means integrating sexual desires with those 
of your lover, with moderation, in a respectful balance with all other aspects of the relationship.  

Celibacy may be required, as airline stewardesses once were. It can sublimate sexual energy into a more noble 
relationship of love and care, such as Latin Rite priests available to serve their parishioners. In a transcendent 
meaning, celibacy is an explicit affirmation of trust in God’s love in this passing world. This was St. Paul’s 
motive (I Cor. 7:8,17-31). Since the days of Origen and the early monks, celibacy is identification with the Spirit 
of God. However, as Paul noted, although he found it good for himself, it may not be good for everyone. 

Chastity or chaste means clean or undefiled. It “promotes the integration of sexuality within the whole person, 
leading to inner unity of body and heart” (CCC #2337). “Chaste” is mentioned only four times in the Bible, as a 
demure and obedient wife: Tit 2:5, I Pet 3:2, Sir 7:24 and Sir 26:15. In Christian tradition, the most likely place 
to find chastity would be in Galatians 5:22 along with the other Fruits of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control – some ancient texts add chastity, but most 
versions do not. Followers of Christ live chastely as a sign of God’s Reign (CCC #1832).  
Chastity is not the same as abstinence. Abstinence may or may not be chaste. One can abstain from sexual 

intercourse, yet be consumed by unchaste salacious desires.  
Chastity is similar to continence, but transcends natural self-control into the realm of spirituality. 
Chastity is not the same as celibacy. Celibates may or may not be chaste, and married people are chaste 

when they relate to each other sensitively and respectfully, including during sexual intercourse. 
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Courage 

Our meeting Thursday was focused on the ministry of Courage. The moving testimony by Paul D. 
illustrated the need for a support group like Courage, just as alcoholics need AA meetings and the 12 Steps. 
(Courage is a Catholic alternative to the 12-Step program Sexaholics Anonymous.) Paul D. clearly is a sex 
addict. As he discovered, even after he “got religion,” he was unable to stop his addictive sexual behavior. 
Courage responds to that need, specifically for Catholics. It may be the only way of salvation for a sex addict. 

But we need to discern if a person thinks same-sex orientation is a defect in his or her personal identity. 
The articles in Smith and Check assume that it is. The problem is that if persons have repressed the feelings of 
self-loathing that their family, their church and society have pressed upon them, they may be forcing themselves 
to live abstinently in order to “avoid sin.” But unconsciously they may develop an internal self-hatred that can 
simmer under the surface, which can lead to reaction formation – unexpected and outrageous behaviors, such 
as disdain or disgust against those who do not choose abstinence, or even, ironically, in sexual abuse.  

Having studied developmental psychology, I do not hold that homosexuality is a birth defect or a 
sickness. No one knows why it occurs, but it does occur, naturally, in a significant percentage of every human 
population. One study of identical twins in which one twin had same-sex attraction, the other twin also did 10% 
of the time. Therefore there is no “gay gene,” but 10% is higher than what we would expect by chance in the 
general population. There may be genetic traits that dispose a person to develop same-sex attraction. This is a 
classic “nature and/or nurture” issue. Whatever the cause, most LGBTQ persons say they have “always known” 
they were different. It is not a “choice,” nor is it caused by the 1960s sexual revolution.  

This raises the question of anthropology. Some refer to “Catholic Anthropology,” but this is a misnomer. 
Anthropology is a philosophy and a science, not a religion; it explains how humans relate to themselves, others 
and the transcendent by appealing to reason, not faith. Obviously Catholics can do anthropology, but if they 
begin their study with preconceived notions from their faith, such as presuming certain events in nature to be 
intrinsically disordered, their conclusions may be flawed. Faith does not trump reason; they need to be partners. 

Dignity 

Some LGBTQ Catholics, knowing they did not “choose the homosexual lifestyle,” argue that their same-
sex orientation is their life-long destiny, natural for them and good for them. Dignity states in their Mission 
Statement: “We believe that God created us, Christ died for us, and the Holy Spirit sanctified us in Baptism. … 
We believe we can express our sexuality and/or gender identities and expressions in a loving, life-affirming 
manner in keeping with Christ's teaching.” Dignity has not been approved by the Catholic hierarchy, but 
members insist their love for each other naturally includes mutual respect, a gift of self to each other, and 
affectionate, chaste sexual participation in God’s love.  

The Catholic Catechism (# 2359) instructs: “Homosexual persons are called to chastity,” interpreting 
chastity to mean celibate, but chastity is not the same as celibacy. It is a virtue of respect and mutual love, 
whether married or single, integrating one’s sexuality within one’s bodily and spiritual being (CCC # 2337). 
People can be chaste in abstinence and in sexual union. Like everyone else, LGBTQ persons are called to be 
chaste by the same criteria that guide married people. There have always been opportunities for raucous and 
irresponsible sexual behavior. Everyone, straight or LGBTQ, is called to an authentic spirituality, which includes 
the virtue of chastity. For Christians, the major premise must be the Great Command: Love the Lord your God 
with all your body, soul, mind and heart, and love your neighbor as yourself. Everything else depends on this.  

Conscience Formation 

LGBTQ persons who are addicted to compulsively seeking sexual satisfaction, in whatever way they 
can, as often as they can, need to face this behavior honestly for what it is: self-centered and self-destructive. 
Since they most likely cannot simply make a “New Year’s Resolution” to stop it, they should be advised to find a 
systematic program like Courage or Sexaholics Anonymous, coming to the realization of their need to rely on 
God, their Higher Power, do the 12 Steps, and participate in group sharing meetings for mutual support. 

LGBTQ persons who freely decide to live a celibate life, as a call from God, may decide that they can 
find personal fulfillment by engaging in one of the several service opportunities that their parish church offers, or 
their service-oriented profession, or a community service agency. Of course, if they have a criminal record in 
some sexual matter, they are restricted from working with children and other vulnerable persons. Relating with a 
support group like Courage can be good for them. But it remains to be seen whether they will be able to sustain 
a celibate life indefinitely. What if they fall in love, and begin to feel the need for a permanent relationship? Will 
their Courage group excommunicate them? As a pastor, I need to be ready to support them if this happens.  
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LGBTQ persons who fall in love may decide to live in a permanent union with their companion. They are 
not sexual addicts, nor self-centered hedonists. They are doing what comes naturally when two people fall in 
love – live together, support each other, in good times and in bad, in sickness and in health. They desire to give 
themselves to one another in self-sacrificing dedication and affection. They do complement one another, 
personally. Their erotic love-making is sexual intercourse even if it is not by conventional copulation. They 
usually decide, generously, to rear children, fulfilling the natural goal of propagation.  

How do we respond, in conscience, when a gay, lesbian or trans person comes for pastoral ministry? 

LGBTQ persons are called to form their conscience responsibly. Conscience is neither individual 
preference, "I can do whatever I want,” nor is it slavishly mimicking a doctrinal formula. Many have been 
rejected by their religious community, but if they approach us as pastors, they are obviously people of faith. 
According to Aquinas, conscience formation is a serious discernment process that occurs in praying over my 
particular situation in light of my faith community: family, schooling, parish, the corpus of Catholic doctrine, 
support group, etc. I consider the reasoning that the official teachers used to develop a doctrinal statement, and 
I assess that reasoning in light of my particular situation. Then I must act according to my conscience.   

As pastors and spiritual directors, we do not tell people what to do; we listen carefully, refrain from being 
judgmental, and suggest options. Catholic persons are familiar with priests and religious sisters living as 
celibates. They may envision celibate abstinence as a way to enjoy authentic spirituality. Joining a group like 
Courage might provide spiritual and psychological support, similar to a vowed religious community. Yet it is 
ironic to tell them that they must live alone as celibates. We are telling people whom we accuse of being 
unnatural, to live alone – an unnatural way to live! 

How do we respond (rather than react) when a gay or lesbian couple asks to register in the parish? Are 
we and our parish staff openly welcoming? Do we apply the counseling techniques of attention, affection and 
approval when we meet them, and sign them up as parishioners? Or do we react with suspicion or hesitation? 
Approval does not mean we approve everything they do; it means we approve of them as persons, made in 
God’s image, trying to love God above all things, and their love for each other is one of their ways of loving their 
neighbor as themselves. So is their desire to be a parish member, participating in our community of love. 

Sometimes conscience moves people of faith to civil disobedience, which the Church respects. We 
need to accept that in some circumstances, some people are called to ecclesial disobedience.  

A related pastoral issue how to minister to the parents of young same-sex attracted persons. We need 
to consider testimonials from parents of gay and lesbian children, who are bewildered and do not know how to 
respond to them. Brian Cahill recently expressed his profound sadness over his inept interactions with his son: 

My son also experienced this toxic effect and insupportable pain. He knew he was different, and he was 
frightened that others would discover he was different. He felt isolated even in his own family, with a father 
who, at the time, could not make him feel loved and safe, who could not tell him that being gay was not 
relevant in the eyes of a loving God. I thought as long as I loved him he would be okay. But I didn’t have a 
clue how to talk to him about it. I didn’t have a clue how much he would be on the receiving end of hate and 
ignorance in the world, hate and ignorance that continues to this day, hate and ignorance that for the most 
part derives from organized religion, hate and ignorance that is still virally present in the Catholic Church. 
     Cahill, Brian. 2019. “A Father’s Plea to Church Leaders.” (accessed January 2, 2020) 
     https://www.newwaysministry.org/2019/12/29/on-holy-family-sunday-a-fathers-plea-to-church-leaders/  

Archbishop Vigneron’s “Imitating Christ’s Charity and Chastity” concludes: “All of us who bear the name 
of Christian also bear the mission to love these sisters and brothers of ours, to proclaim to them Christ crucified 
and risen, and to receive from them the Good News of God’s Saving action in their lives.” [emphasis added]  

As pastors, even those of us who think same-sex behavior is sinful, we are called to proclaim the Good 
News to all, and we also need to be open to hear and to learn the Good News from our people. Last Thursday 
we learned the Good News that Courage can offer to those who need it. Let us also keep learning from our 
parishioners, including same-sex couples who love each other. Jesus critiqued the Pharisees and the tax 
collectors, but he shared meals and hospitality with both. Pastors are called to be like Jesus saying to 
Nicodemus, “I must stay at your house.”  As Pope Francis said in Amoris Laetitia:  

We need to reach out to everyone, helping each person find his or her proper way of participating in the 
Church, being touched by unmerited and unconditional mercy. No one can be condemned forever – that is 
not the logic of the Gospel! Here I speak not only of divorced and remarried, but of everyone, in whatever 
situation they find themselves (# 297). 

https://www.newwaysministry.org/2019/12/29/on-holy-family-sunday-a-fathers-plea-to-church-leaders/

