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Christ still sends me roses. We try to be formed and held and kept by him, instead he offers us freedom. And now when I try to know his will, his kindness floods me, his great love overwhelms me, and I hear him whisper, Surprise me!
Ron Hansen, Mariette in Ecstasy
Preface to the 2009 Edition by Rebecca Mertz
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By the time my friend sent me Freedom, Glorious Freedom, my mind was completely closed to anything that claimed to discuss Catholicism and homosexuality. I had become so disillusioned with both sides of the debate that I had begun to think that there really was no place for homosexuals in the Church. Every book, or article, or blog I came across was filled with either willful ignorance regarding homosexuality or had “thrown the baby out with the bathwater”–equating spiritual liberation with spiritual indifference. It took me a week to even read the back cover of the book.
I was raised in a very conservative Catholic family and followed that up with attending the Franciscan University of Steubenville. All the while, I was aware that I was a lesbian from the age of about 5 (of course I went through various stages of articulation, denial, guilt, etc). Franciscan University of Steubenville is a safe haven for conservative Catholic extremists. There I encountered men and women who thought that it was sinful for women to work outside the home, people who defended the shooting of abortion doctors, students and professors who were skeptical of the Church’s progressions since Vatican II–and the list goes on. Not all of the population was this extreme, but there was a stagnant devotion to orthodoxy that made anyone who questioned the Church’s teachings immediately suspect. During my time at Franciscan, I fought constantly with myself, with people around me, and with my idea of the Church.
By the time I graduated, I had read everything I could get my hands on in the university library that dealt with the moral theology of homosexuality. But none of this answered the questions of my heart: could I live a life of celibacy in accordance with Church teachings, or could I break the rules and live as a lesbian? Thankfully, I had life-saving encouragement from friends who I’d come out to, and one friend in particular finally articulated to me that I could not discover the answer to my questions with my head, but that I had to use my heart. Only my heart could help me to decipher what was right for me. Maybe I wouldn’t be able to sufficiently answer every theological argument, but I could achieve a sense of peace with myself that could only come from following God’s will.
Somehow I persuaded myself that I could still be an active Catholic while also being a lesbian. I knew that to live as a Catholic meant keeping my sexuality under the surface–I might be able to tell my friends, but I could never be “out” in the Catholic community. This seemed to be an acceptable compromise to me, because deep down I accepted the fact that the Church “had a point”–that there must be something wrong with being a lesbian, even if I didn’t know what it was. I thought I had accepted myself, but in reality, it was impossible for me to ever have a healthy romantic relationship because I still felt so ashamed and afraid of my sexuality.
Around this time, I got very involved with the Communion and Liberation movement (which was small but vibrant in Steubenville) and reading the work of Fr. Luigi Giussani really helped me to accept and love myself in the face of God’s immeasurable love for me. I realized that I could no longer live in the closet. Right around the time I was ready to come out to everyone–not just my close friends–I had an experience of real rejection and loss. A close friend, whom I had come out to a year before, decided that she had changed her mind about homosexuality and that she disapproved of it. She said that she had come to “agree with the Church.” I had lived with her and been the nanny of her children (all the while, she knew that I was a lesbian) for a year after college, and she asked that I not have any contact with her or her family from that point on.
This was really heartbreaking to me, as I had been treated like a member of the family. But even more heartbreaking was that I finally felt like I was experiencing something that was totally condoned by the Church, that I was at last waking up to the reality of what the Church taught about gays and lesbians. This friend had been the woman who told me that I had to learn my path based on my heart, not my head. But now she was retreating to the safety of the Church’s community, the Church’s theology–all of which was off limits to me as a lesbian. The Church had made that clear in several documents that I had read and re-read: there was no room for out lesbians or gays in the Catholic community. My friend had every right to want me away from her and her children, according to the Letter on the Pastoral Care of Homosexuals.
This experience was one of great heartache but also great clarity for me. I knew that my friend was wrong. The question “What Would Jesus Do?” was printed on everything from t-shirts to underwear that year, and I knew that Jesus would not ask me to stay away from him. This clarity gave me the strength I needed to come out of the closet to everyone. I never wanted to fear that someone would “change their mind” about my sexual orientation, or that anyone would unexpectedly find out about my lesbianism and reject me. I decided then and there to stop apologizing for myself.
That year I came out to my entire family, and they were amazingly loving and completely accepting. A year later I met my partner, Alexis. I couldn’t have asked for a more complete experience of human acceptance and love than what I have with her. But something was still missing. I often spoke to Alexis of my love of the Church, my faith in Christ, my longing to once again be part of a religious or spiritual community. I tried to consider other denominations but was disheartened. It felt like to leave the Church was to admit to them that they were right, that I didn’t belong there.
When I finally opened my heart to John McNeill’s Freedom, Glorious Freedom, I was amazed with what I found in its pages. Finally there was not just a tolerance or acceptance of homosexuals, but a book that articulates the gifts and blessings of homosexuality! John’s book articulated for me many of the phases that I had gone through as a gay Christian. Most importantly, he wrote about the theology of freedom of conscience and the discernment of spirits. John’s book confirmed for me that my heart-over-head reasoning was perfectly in line with these two traditions in the Church. He writes of the inherent desire for God within each human being, and the fact that this desire is evident in each person’s heart. Thus our hearts become capable of solving the most complicated moral questions simply by listening to the divinity within them.
At Franciscan University I had been told by my counselor, a psychology professor, that I could “be a saint, if only you conquer this gay thing.” This was a statement that stuck with me, however much self-acceptance I gained through therapy, friendship, or love. It wasn’t until I read John’s profound, intense theology of homosexuality that I finally believed that my sexual orientation was a spiritual gift, not a spiritual disability. This book made me feel like I was not kidding myself in still striving toward a Catholic holiness. John brings together so many sources of scripture, mysticism, and tradition that confirm and nourish who I am as a lesbian created by God that there is no question left in my mind. I am a Catholic as much as I am a lesbian. There is simply no deciding between the two anymore.
Even though John’s book helped me to accept and love the Church in spite of its obvious flaws, the contemporary Church still condemns me for my sexuality. The man behind many of the documents that John cites as evidence of the modern Church’s homophobia were written by Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger–now Pope Benedict XVI. But this brings me to the last and most important gift I received from John’s book: hope. By explicating a clear, Catholic, Christian theology in which God has created gay people to love Her/Him and each other, in which homosexuality is good, John helped to show me that I could develop an authentic trust in the Holy Spirit. Rather than approaching God as having betrayed and abandoned me by establishing a homophobic Church on earth, Freedom showed me evidence that it was in fact the other way around. “God” was redefined for me as a positive being, a loving creator who was rooting for me and not against me. This trust in my creator helped me to have some hope in the Church that I grew up loving. John outlines his “three profound hopes,” practical ways that the Church could actually come to accept homosexuals, bless our unions, and defend us instead of rejecting us.
Throughout history the Church has condemned many who would later become saints. Just a few examples are St. Thomas Aquinas (who was censured by the conservatives of his day), St. Joan of Arc (who was burned at the stake by Church officials), St. Ignatius Loyola (who was jailed during the inquisition because of his ideas on prayer), St. Teresa of Avila (also called before the inquisition) and, more recently, the now Blessed Mother Mary MacKillop was actually excommunicated in 1871. Spiritual and theological classics by such authors such as Erasmus and St. Faustina Kowalska were once on the Index Librorum Prohibitorum, the Church’s Index of Prohibited Books. I am convinced that one day the Church will recognize the extraordinary importance of John McNeill’s work, his selfless devotion to the gay and lesbian community, his immense courage, and finally, his generous contribution to the vast historical dialogue that is Catholic moral theology. For now, those of us who find ourselves on the outskirts of Catholicism, the “stones that the builders have rejected,” can find comfort and hope not in the unjust restrictions and limitations placed upon us by the Church, but in Freedom, Glorious Freedom.
This book could never have been written without the support, encouragement, and assistance of my partner and lover of the last twenty-nine years, Charles Chiarelli. By his faithful and patient love, Charlie made me certain of what I say in this book through our own experience of gay love. He also worked alongside me for many years, preparing and proofreading manuscripts, patiently teaching me computer skills, and keeping me sane with his wry sense of humor.
I owe a special debt of gratitude to my sister, Sister Mary Sheila McNeill, for her continuous prayers and support for my ministry to gays and lesbians.
I also wish to thank Margaret and Larry Kornfeld, and Jack and Judy McMahon for their enthusiastic support, and for reading my manuscript and making many helpful suggestions.
All my retreatants at Kirkridge over the years deserve special thanks for giving me valuable feedback as I developed the ideas in this book, with special gratitude to Robert Raines and Cynthia Hirni.
I wish to acknowledge also, all the wonderful lesbian and gay couples I have met over the years through various professional, spiritual, and personal events: Virginia and Debra, Philip and Dan, Joe and Duffey, Bill and Joe, Dick and Jerry, to mention only a few.
And last, and certainly not least, I wish to express special gratitude to Pat and Bruce for creating the Chiron Rising family and for giving us the opportunity to encounter so many genuine, loving gay couples including Denny and Mac, Dave and Bob, Bill and Tom, Bill and Dave, and many others.
While doing research for this book, I discovered that the Sanskrit root of the word for “freedom” has two interdependent meanings. First, it means to be a free (not a slave) member of the household of the master. Second, it means to be loved by the master. Anyone in the household that the master loved became a free member of the household because of that love. Anyone who was not loved was a slave member of that household.
I find the insight that comes from this double meaning of the word freedom very profound. It is love; it is knowing that we are loved; it is by living in an atmosphere of love that we humans are genuinely freed. The child that knows it is loved is free to play and to develop in a healthy way. We adults, if we are fully conscious of God’s love for us, are psychically free to mature and to play life to its fullest in the presence of a loving God. Love creates the space in which freedom flourishes. It is this interrelationship between love and freedom that will be the primary focus of this book.
The title, Freedom, Glorious Freedom, is derived from a famous passage in the writings of Paul: “For the whole creation is waiting with eagerness for the children of God to be revealed. It was not for its own purposes that creation had frustration imposed on it, but for the pur-poses of him who imposed it—with the intention that the whole crea-tion itself might be freed from its slavery to corruption and brought into the same glorious freedom as the children of God” (Rom. 8:19-21).1
Throughout my childhood I read that verse without com-prehension. I did not feel free or loved because of my religious beliefs; I was raised in a religion of guilt, shame, and fear in relationship to a god of fear. It took a long process with the help of God’s grace for me to liberate myself as a gay man from that god of fear and be able to discover on a personal level the God of love, revealed by Jesus. Now, thanks be to God, I can make this statement from Paul my own: “For what you received was not the spirit of slavery to bring you back into fear; you received the Spirit of adoption, enabling us to cry out,” ‘Abba, Father!’ The Spirit himself joins with our spirit to bear witness that we are children of God” (Rom. 8:14-17). To be free, then, is to be aware that we are members of the household of a loving God.
This is the third book I have published on gay theology. In some sense the entire trilogy deals with freedom and liberation. The first book, The Church and the Homosexual, was a quest for intellectual freedom from the homophobic thought patterns of the past and a positive effort to arrive at an understanding of homosexuality as a gift from God, to be lived out and enjoyed. The second book, Taking a Chance on God: Liberating Theology for Gays, Lesbians, and Their Lovers, Families, and Friends, dealt more on the psychological level and was derived from my own personal struggle to free myself from all the wounds of homophobia in my psyche in order to live out my gayness with joy and gratitude.
This third book deals with the presence of the Spirit of God, the Spirit of love, in our daily experiences, and how, through commu-nion with that Spirit, to arrive at the “glorious freedom” of the children of God. The first part of the book deals with freedom of conscience and discernment of spirits. These ancient teachings of the Christian church have a special urgency for lesbian and gay people who need to free themselves from all homophobic authorities and deal with God on a direct and personal basis. The second part deals with the liberating process of coming out of the closet seen as a spirit-filled effort to achieve the glory of God by becoming fully alive as gay people. The third part deals with twelve-step spirituality as a spiritual process of liberation from all addictions in order to experience the love of God in its fullness. The fourth part deals with the problems that gay people have in becoming aware of God’s special love for them and also the unique qualities present in a gay person’s love for God.
The focus is shifted in the epilogue. In this section, I am expressing a philosophical vision, looking both to the past and to the future, of how gay liberation fits into the Spirit-directed evolution of human history. This section is unavoidably intricate at times, so I ask the readers’ patience and tolerance. I am convinced that such an overview of the teleological movement of the great dialectic in history is essential to a full understanding and acceptance of the role of gay liberation in history.
After more than twenty-five years of ministry with lesbian and gay persons, as both priest and psychotherapist, I am convinced that a unique spirituality, special and vibrant, is springing up in the gay community. It is a spirituality totally compatible with a life of gay sexual love and intimacy. As Scripture says, “the stone which the builders rejected has become the cornerstone” (Mark 12:10) on which God, with divine humor, builds the faith community. God’s special presence to the gay community and the unique graces which are enabling gays and lesbians to build a vibrant and mature, autonomous spirituality are not just gifts meant for the gay community alone. When God pours out special blessings on one segment of the community, those blessings are meant to flow out and be shared by the human community at large. This is the reason for my subtitle: The Spiritual Journey to the Fullness of Life for Gays, Lesbians, and Everybody Else.
I frequently thank God that I was born in time for this historic period of gay and lesbian liberation. I am grateful to God also for the blessing and grace to have been able to be almost totally engaged in ministry to gay and lesbian Christians for this past quarter century.
The enormous response I have received over the past many years from lesbians and gay people who thank me and God for the grace of liberation they found in my books has been a clear witness to the fact that the Spirit of God has used me to bring true liberation and spiritual growth to hundreds, even thousands, of my gay brothers and sisters. I am truly grateful to God for being allowed to play that role. My prayer and my hope are that, with God’s grace, this book will prove a source of liberation into holiness for all those who read it.
Gay Spiritual Maturity
The Gay Spiritual Journey
Recent insights developed in the field of psychology have undermined the traditional premises of the Catholic Church’s teaching and pastoral practice concerning homosexuality. We now know that homosexuality is not just a question of indulgence in lustful behavior, as most Church documents obviously presuppose.1 It is an orientation that is probably, at least in part, genetically determined. An orientation is a way of thinking, feeling, and responding that goes to a person’s very essence. A gay orientation is not something that can be chosen. We are born gay! Our gayness is part of God’s creative order. To claim, then, that homosexuality represents an “orientation to evil,” or is the “result of original sin,” as did recent Church documents, is to see God as cruel and sadistic. I for one would much rather believe that the Church is wrong than that God is evil. Further, there is no scientific evidence that homosexuality is a changeable orientation. One can no more change one’s sexual orientation than one can change the color of one’s eyes from blue to brown. There is no way a gay person can become heterosexual. One can deny and repress one’s gayness and undertake heterosexual behavior, but only at a great price both morally and psychologically. Those who attempt such conversions rely heavily on the cultivation of self-hatred and the worship of a god of fear.
Since we gay people were born into an unchangeable gay orientation, we must live out that reality to the best of our ability. We have a desperate need to understand our lives and experience in a positive spiritual context. We need to hear the stories of others who have undertaken the gay spiritual journey with its unique perils and opportunities. It is my firm belief that the future of the Christian churches and a revitalized faith in the God of love lies not only in the base communities, the communities in Central and South America formed by the poor who attempt to discern from their own experience what God’s will is for them, but also in the gay and lesbian faith groups here in North America and around the world. This is nothing new. Those familiar with gay and lesbian history are aware that spiritual leadership has always come in great part from the gay community in every culture and time.
Anthropologists note that in many primitive cultures gays play a strong role in spiritual leadership. For example, in Native American tradition, the berdache or the heyoehkah, who gave spiritual leadership to the tribe, was usually drawn from its gay members.2 Gays and lesbians have also played a leading, if hidden, role in Western monastic tradition. John Boswell has documented that contribution, pointing out that some of the most effective and saintly of monastic founders, such as Saint Aelred of Rievaulx, were gay men.3 Granted that the homosexual or lesbian orientation is unchosen and unchangeable, what should be the psychological and spiritual path to psychic and spiritual health for lesbians and gays?
What Is Maturity?
A healthy maturing process is the process by which we separate off from our dependence on parents, family, and religious authorities and become autonomous adults, make our own choices, and take responsibility for them. Maturity is defined as the ability to live one’s life according to one’s own insights and feelings and no longer live in a continuous effort to meet the expectations of others. Theologian Sebastian Moore has even gone so far as to say that “living your life to meet the expectations of others” is a form of sin. On both the psychological and the spiritual levels, maturity means the ability to discern what is the true self and to find the courage to act out that true self.
In his book on the spiritual journey of the poor in the base communities of Central and South America, Gustavo Gutierrez, a Peruvian liberation theologian, expresses this same understanding of spiritual maturity. The title of his book We Drink from Our Own Wells derives from a famous saying of the medieval monk, Saint Bernard of Clairvaux: “Everyone has to drink from his [or her] own well.” Spirituality, Gutierrez writes, is like living water that springs up from the very depths of our own personal spiritual experience.1
D. W. Winnicott, a famous English child psychologist, wrote: “Every child knows in its bones that in its wickedness lies hope; in its conformity and false socialization lies despair!”2 Winnicott meant that most children remain hopeful that they will be loved and respected even when they do not conform to parental expectations. But if a child believes that the only way it will be loved is by conforming to the expectations of others and hiding the real self in a closet, it has already despaired of life. Many of the clients in my psychotherapy practice remember a secure, joyful childhood, which came to an abrupt end when they discovered that their spontaneous feminine self or, if they were lesbian, their spontaneous masculine self was totally unacceptable to their parents. The rest of their lives they spent an enormous amount of their psychic energy trying to suppress that unacceptable feminine or masculine dimension of the real self.
One of my clients shared with me his most intense childhood experience of shame. At a family get-together, he dressed up as a ballerina and, playing ballet music on the stereo, danced into the parlor expecting to entertain his family and receive their approval and admiration. He became, instead, painfully aware of his family’s shock and revulsion. From that day on, he undertook a process of denying and suppressing everything feminine about himself. He became convinced that the feminine part of himself, which was an essential part of his real self, was somehow evil and unlovable—even to God. He cultivated a religion of fear to help him keep that feminine self repressed.
Maturity for a gay person must include coming out of the closet, just as spiritual maturity must include coming out of the closet with God. We must risk that we can be loved by God just as we are. We must “take a chance on God.”
Freedom of Conscience
A central Christian teaching, going back to Jesus himself, is without doubt of utmost importance to lesbian and gay Christians. It is freedom of conscience. This teaching is based on Jesus’ promise to his followers to send them the Holy Spirit who will dwell in their hearts.
At the Last Supper, Jesus promised: “I shall ask the Father and he will give you another Paraclete [the Greek word means “advocate”] to be with you for ever, the Spirit of truth whom the world can never accept since it neither sees nor knows him; but you know him” (John 14:16-17). Jesus further declared: “I have said these things to you while still with you; but the [Advocate], the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything and remind you of all I have said to you” (John 14:25-26). The title “Advocate” which Jesus gives the Spirit means a “lawyer,” one who speaks with us and for us, one who will plead our cause.
Paul, in his Epistle to the Hebrews, sees the gift of the Spirit as a fulfillment of this prophecy of Jeremiah:
Look, the days are coming, Yahweh declares, when I shall make a new covenant with the House of Israel when those days have come… I shall plant my Law, writing it on their hearts. Then I shall be their God and they will be my people. There will be no further need for everyone to teach neighbour or brother, saying, “Learn to know Yahweh!” No, they will all know me, from the least to the greatest… since I shall forgive their guilt and never more call their sin to mind. (Jer. 31:31-34)
Notice that Jeremiah foresees the new covenant where every human from the least to the greatest will have direct access to a God who dwells in their hearts. This access to God will not be the privilege of a few who are gifted with extraordinary intelligence, or ritual rank, or even holiness. The Holy Spirit is a thoroughgoing respecter of democratic process. There is no hint here that one must go to authorities in order to inform one’s conscience; God directly and immediately informs our conscience, including those of gays and lesbians.
In the Acts of the Apostles on Pentecost Sunday, Peter recalls these words of the prophet Joel: “I shall pour out my Spirit on all humanity. Your sons and daughters shall prophesy, your young people shall see visions, your old people dream dreams. Even on the slaves, men and women, shall I pour out my Spirit” (Acts 2:17-18; Joel 3:1-2). Once again the emphasis is placed on the democratic nature of the Spirit.
At the Last Supper, Jesus informed his disciples that it was necessary that he should go away in order for the Spirit to come: “Yet you are sad at heart because I have told you this. Still, I am telling you the truth: it is for your own good that I am going, because unless I go, the [Advocate] will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you…. However, when the Spirit of truth comes he will lead you to the complete truth” (John 16:6-13). Why did this Spirit only come after Jesus’ death? Because as long as Jesus remained alive and present, his disciples had their center of authority outside themselves and were not, therefore, totally responsible for their actions. They were striving to meet the expectations of someone else. They had not yet become fully creative and responsible adults. We have instances in the New Testament where Jesus sent his disciples out to preach and heal in his name, and then supervised how they performed, much as a supervisor would monitor a present-day social worker at the beginning of her or his career (e.g., Matt. 10:1-33).
But after Jesus’ death his Spirit became what Paul saw as the source of the… glorious freedom of the Children of God. “The proof that you are sons [and daughters] is that God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts: the Spirit that cries, ‘Abba, Father’; and it is this that makes you a son [or daughter], you are not a slave anymore” (Gal. 4:6-7). Paul clearly understood that the good news of the Evangelium, the gospel message, is exactly this message of our freedom: “Christ set us free, so that we should remain free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be fastened again to the yoke of slavery” (Gal. 5:1-2). Paul had the same understanding of freedom as found in the Sanskrit root of the word. The pagans are not free but slaves in relation to their gods because they relate to their gods in a spirit of fear. But Christians are free because their God is a God of love who has adopted them into his family. “All who are guided by the Spirit of God are sons [or daughters] of God; for what you received was not the spirit of slavery to bring you back into fear; you received the Spirit of adoption, enabling us to cry out, ‘Abba, Father!’ The Spirit himself joins with our spirit to bear witness that we are children of God. And if we are children, then we are heirs, heirs of God…” (Rom. 8:14-17). Here again he expresses the theme of an escape from enslavement to the gods of fear: “But formerly when you did not know God, you were kept in slavery to things which are not really gods at all, whereas now that you have come to recognise God—or rather, be recognised by God—how can you now turn back again to those powerless and bankrupt elements whose slaves you now want to be all over again?” (Gal. 4:8-11).
Paul continually repeats the theme that God’s Spirit dwells within us and, if we ask, will empower us: “… the Spirit too comes to help us in our weakness, for, when we do not know how to pray properly, then the Spirit personally makes our petitions for us in groans that cannot be put into words…” (Rom. 8:26). There is a yearning and a longing deep in our psyche which is not just that of our ego but that of the Spirit of God dwelling in the depths of our spirit. Maurice Blondel gives a philosophical expression to this same theme in his philosophy of action: “Our God dwells within us, and the only way to become one with our God is to become one with our authentic self.”3
With the death of Jesus, then, and the coming of the Spirit, the apostles received a challenge as well as an opportunity to mature. As Paul expressed it: “... until we all reach unity in faith and knowledge of the Son of God and form the perfect Man, fully mature with the fullness of Christ himself” (Eph. 4:13). They had to give up the security of a provident leader; they had to find out what God wanted from them from within themselves and their own experience. It was only after the coming of the Spirit that the apostles found the courage to leave the security of their closet (the upper room) and go out into the world as responsible adult agents of the Spirit. In like manner, in our spiritual life, we gay people must pass from a passive, dependent role to an active, creative one. We have a special need to become mature, self-motivated, autonomous people, no longer passively dependent on outside homophobic sources for a sense of our identity and well-being. We must not let our enemies outside ourselves define us; we must let the Spirit of love that dwells within our hearts define us.
It is this understanding of the role of the Holy Spirit that gives me great consolation during those times when the Church reacts to its gay members in ignorance and even downright hostility. We gays should be thankful to God for creating a humanly fallible Church. We are intensely aware that if our parents had been infallible we could never have matured to become autonomous and responsible adults. We would spend our lives saying, “Yes, Mother,” “Yes, Father.” We would never develop our own capacity for independent judgment and, consequently, never feel personally responsible for our actions. God blessed us with finite and, consequently, fallible parents. It was precisely when and where our parents proved fallible that we were challenged to take distance from their authority, then make our own choices and be fully responsible for them.
In a similar way, we are dependent on the fallibility of religious authorities in order to develop an adult freedom of conscience. When we gays and lesbians discover that we cannot follow the fallible teachings of our religious authorities without destroying ourselves, then we are forced to search out what God is saying to us through our experience and take personal responsibility for the choices we make. I believe that the Holy Spirit is using the fallibility of the religious authorities to guide the Christian community into a new level of maturity and responsibility necessary for the spiritual growth of the human community in today’s world.
The Catholic Church teaching on “freedom of conscience” was most recently restated in the counciliar documents of Vatican II:
Humans have in their hearts a law written by God. To obey it is the very dignity of the human; according to it we will be judged. Conscience is the most secret core and sanctuary of the human. There, we are alone with God, whose voice echoes in our depths. In a wonderful manner conscience reveals the law which is fulfilled by love of God and your fellow humans. In fidelity to conscience Christians are joined to the rest of humanity in the search for truth, and for the genuine solution to the numerous problems which arise from the life of the individual and from social relationships.1
Conscience is described here as the voice of God speaking to us immediately from within our own consciousness of ourselves, without need of external mediation. A human’s freedom to follow one’s conscience is seen as the source of her or his true dignity. It was the inspiration of these words of the Vatican Council that led the gay Catholic organization at its first national meeting to choose the name “Dignity.” This freedom is understood not as an anarchic principle but, on the contrary, as the only true foundation for real community and the only valid ground for a solution to social problems and relationships. According to this teaching, gays and lesbians also have direct access to the Spirit of God and God speaks to them directly in their experiences.
This doctrine of freedom of conscience is the best kept secret in the Catholic Church. Sometimes the hierarchy gives it a nod, only to vitiate it by maintaining that only an informed conscience is free and that it is their God-given right to be the sole informers.2 With these words Pope John Paul II sets aside four decades of philosophical and theological work on how to put together respect for human autonomy and freedom with a corresponding respect for the law of God. Pope John Paul II is expressing an understanding of moral life as based on an objective rational reading of God’s law revealed in nature. He is trying to remove all relativism and subjectivity from moral judgments and come up with absolute and definitive moral rules independent of human subjectivity and experience. The result is a repudiation of freedom of conscience and in its place a claim to an infallible authoritarianism (see Appendix 3).
Every time the Church tries to exercise what is popularly re-ferred to as “creeping infallibility” it tends to issue authoritative statements that are out of touch with the experience of the people of God. This is especially true in the area of sexual ethics. The hierarchy seems more concerned with preserving the authority of the institution than with promoting the true happiness and well-being, both psychological and spiritual, of the faithful. Veritatis Splendor is another example of this attitude. The result is that the faithful, following the guidance of the Spirit within, are “nonreceptive” of authoritative teaching.
The Church seems almost paranoid in its reaction to criticism. For example, it sees “manipulation” and “conspiracy” when Dignity asks for dialogue and a reexamination of the traditional teaching on homosexuality. Back in 1968 when the majority of experts on the Pope’s Commission recommended qualified approval of artificial means of birth control, the Pope disbanded the commission and issued Humanae Vitae, reiterating traditional prohibitions. The result was an enormous drop in respect for and dependence on Church authority. Polls in 1993 show that 85 percent of married Catholics have made a decision in conscience to make use of artificial means of birth control in their sexual lives. As Bishop Francis Murphy of Baltimore points out: “In its discussion on the regulation of birth, the pastoral letter (Humanae Vitae) does not grapple with the important issue of the non-reception of the teaching of the magisterium.”3
The reactionary stance of the Church hierarchy seems to imply that tradition is equivalent to God’s will. There is no room for new insight or for the work of the Holy Spirit “leading us into all truth.” For the hierarchy, God’s will is manifested only from the top down, and the Church has no need to listen to what the Holy Spirit has to say in and through the lives of people who are attempting to live according to the Church’s teaching.
According to the press, when Pope John Paul II made a recent visit to the United States, he came with over fifty prepared talks. He was so busy giving prepared speeches, usually scolding and critical in tone, he did not have a moment to listen. But why should he listen? As the Vatican likes to put it: There is no such thing as the American Church; there is only the Roman Church in America. So there is nothing for the Pope to learn from the unique quality of the Spirit’s action in the Church in America.
Yet, I believe, there is something very unique about the American Catholic Church. It is perhaps the only Church in the world where a large percentage of the laity are so well-educated in theology, that they are, in fact, frequently better educated in their faith than are the clergy. When Cardinal O’Connor, for example, addresses a major theological issue, he sounds like an Irish-American politician. When, however, Governor Mario Cuomo addresses that same issue, he sounds like a well-trained theologian. While Catholic universities train laity to be critical thinkers, seminaries have rapidly become schools of indoctrination that discourage all thinking and suppress all dissent.
Archbishop Rembert Weakland observed that the glory of the Catholic Church in past ages was its willingness to enter into dialogue with the new insights of science and rethink its traditions in the light of these new insights. Today, the great challenge to all the churches is to rethink Christian traditions concerning sexuality in the light of new insights coming from psychology and sociology. Such a process has begun in the American Church (e.g., the recent Presbyterian and Lutheran reports on human sexuality) and has led to a readiness to reconsider women’s roles in the Church and the meaning of homosexuality and a readiness to undertake new, more compassionate ministries to sexual minorities. It is precisely these new initiatives that the Vatican means to crush out and stigmatize.
What happened to the effort made by the American bishops to write, over a period of ten years, a pastoral letter addressing the issues of women in the Church, is a perfect example of the Vatican’s suppression of new insights. The United States bishops began auspiciously by listening to women, some 75,000 of them, in 140 diocesan consultations. They consulted the experience of many whose talents and aspirations are unjustly overlooked, especially in the Church. The committee brought the listening process into the public domain and opened a dialogue that cannot be dismissed or ignored. This process raised awareness of women’s concerns with the Church, not only in the United States, but in a number of countries around the world. The first draft of the pastoral letter clearly reflected the concerns of women and made several important steps toward recognizing their legitimate issues. For example, the letter called on the Church to acknowledge its sins of misogyny, seek God’s forgiveness, and apologize to women. It also called for opening all positions of power in the Church to women and keeping open the debate on ordaining women to the priesthood. But then reactionary forces took over and, with the cooperation of Rome, rolled back the process so that every progressive insight was eliminated by the fourth draft. Bishop Murphy speaks of “the kind of harmful pressure being exerted by Rome on the legitimate process of discernment underway in the Catholic church in the United States…”4
The most serious objection that Vatican officials raised was their rejection of the consultation process used by the Committee on the Women’s Pastoral. They asserted that “bishops are teachers, not learners; truth cannot emerge through consultation.”5 In many instances, the difficulties the committee ran into with Rome are identical to the problems the gay and lesbian community experiences in its effort to establish dialogue with the Church. In light of this impasse between the American Church and Roman authority, we must reflect on the nature of the maturing process and the relation of a mature person to institutional authority.
Pathological Religion and Spiritual Maturity
Developmental psychology has made us very much aware of the gradual process by which the child separates off from the parent and achieves separate identity and relative autonomy. Dysfunctional families that make a pathological use of their authority can disrupt this process and undermine the maturing process for their children. The child needs the gradual failure of the parents to respond perfectly to its needs in order to grow up successfully, separate off, and become a mature, independent, autonomous human.
Contrary to psychological wisdom, the pre-Vatican II Church liked to pose as infallible, having the perfect answers to all questions. This overemphasis on authority can easily lead to “pathological” religion. Pathological religion has much in common with the dysfunctional family. It relies on fear of punishment to obtain obedience; it uses guilt as a subtle lever for manipulation and control. It fears freedom and cultivates blind, unquestioning obedience. Even normal doubts are punished and repressed because they are seen as threatening. As an illustration of a pathological interpretation of religious faith, consider this advertisement sponsored by the Knights of Columbus Religious Information Bureau. The advertisement appeared originally on October 24, 1965, in the New York Herald Tribune (this date was just before the end of the Second Vatican Council).
What faith does for the catholic man!
He sees in his religion, first of all, a means to the salvation of his immortal soul. But it also has a more immediate and urgent purpose—to teach him how to live!
The Catholic man does not have to invent his own theory as to the nature of God. He doesn’t have to set up his own code of ethics for his relations with other men. He doesn’t have to formulate personal standards of moral and social behavior… or make his own distinctions between right and wrong, good and bad. All these problems are resolved for him by his belief in God’s revealed truth… by the clear instructions found in the gospel of Jesus Christ… by his acceptance of the Sacraments dispensed through the Church for the nourishment of his soul…
The Catholic faith is identified here with total immaturity, passivity, blind faith, and obedience. Catholics are urged not to think or reflect or use any of our God-given skills. The Catholic depicted here is one who sees his or her duty as giving blind obedience to Church authority and not accepting responsibility for his or her actions. I like to refer to this kind of believer as the “Eichmann Christian.” Karl Adolf Eichmann, who sent thousands of Jews to their deaths in the concentration camps, did so, he claimed, in good conscience because he was brought up to believe that his only responsibility was to be obedient to legitimate authority and never to question it.
Fortunately, the distortions of faith in this advertisement were corrected in many of the documents of Vatican II. For example, in the document The Church in the Modern World, issued in 1966, lay people are urged to accept their responsibility to apply Christian principles in the area of their expertise:
Laymen (persons) should also know that it is generally the function of their well-formed Christian conscience to see that the divine law is inscribed in the life of the earthly city. From priests they may look for spiritual light and nourishment. Let the lay person not imagine, however, that his (or her) pastors are always such experts that to every problem which arises, however complicated, they can readily give him (or her) a concrete solution or that such is their mission. Rather, enlightened by Christian wisdom and giving close attention to the teaching authority of the Church, let the layman (person} take on his (or her) own distinctive role.6
According to this document the lay person’s role is to be the mediator between the Church and the world, having the responsibility and corresponding right to determine how the message of the Gospel applies to the complicated problems in the field of his competence.
Vaclav Havel believes that the development of a free conscience will be essential for competent political leaders in the future:
Soul, individual spirituality, first-hand personal insight into things, the courage to be himself and go the way his conscience points, humility in the face of the mysterious order of being, confidence in its natural direction, and, above all, trust in his own subjectivity as his principal link with the subjectivity of the world—these are the qualities that politicians of the future should cultivate.7
Many voices have been raised seeking a reform in the way authority is used in the Church. Among them is Sally Cunneen, a feminist theologian and seminary professor. In Cunneen’s book Mother Church: What ‘the Experience of Women Is Teaching Her, she explores the changes which would occur in the Church if it tried to live up to its ancient image as mother. She points out that the primary task of a good mother is not to dominate her children but to empower them: “The questions that a good mother asks and her ability to listen to the answers are themselves part of a mutual conversation of empowerment. The ability to hear the truth of a child’s criticism at any age is essential to the mother’s understanding and her growth in virtue.”8
Cunneen sums up the pain as well as the value of such communication:
In the course of raising her children, the loving mother must allow for the possibility that her children will despise her. She must gradually disillusion them so that their idealization of her and their belief in her power and magic will disappear. Her children must finally see her as she is and come to recognize their own strengths. Surely this process of enduring feedback is essential to a Church that is… not only a holy mother but a church of sinners as well. She has need to hear the whole truth in order to disillusion her children about her perfection so that they might be better enabled to serve God in this world. 9
Another voice calling for “conversion” of the Church is Ladislas Orsy, S.J., theologian and canonist. In his article “The Conversion of the Churches: Condition of Unity, A Roman Catholic Perspective” (America, May 30, 1992, p. 484), Orsy asserts that the essential condition for ecumenical unity among the churches would be a “conversion” of the Roman Church. That conversion would be a new recognition of the power of the Spirit in the laity:
Conversion can take on a very concrete meaning. It can mean a radical “turning to the people”—the recognition of the power of the Spirit in the laity, the acknowledgment of their sacred character, the granting to them of a greater share in the operations of the church. It ought to mean the establishment of institutional structures guaranteeing that their concerns are listened and attended to by the hierarchy.
Whenever the Church tries to exaggerate its authority and undermine the autonomy and individual responsibility of its members, then providentially, God lets it fall flat on its face. The result is that all of us see that “the emperor has no clothes” and we become personally responsible to discern spirits, exercise our freedom of conscience, make a personal choice, and accept full responsibility for that choice. We should thank God, then, every time we see evidence that God is granting the hierarchy in today’s Church the grace of fallibility.
Though the Church may fail us, each of us can have a direct and unmediated experience of the Spirit of God in our own personal life of prayer and contemplation, especially in our experience of mutual love. This personal experience is the only unpolluted water from which we gay people can drink. All messages mediated to us by our Church, our family, and our culture are for the most part polluted waters—polluted by homophobia. How do we gays go about “drinking from our own wells” in our spiritual life? By learning the ancient spiritual discipline called “discernment of spirits.” God will speak to each of us directly through our experience, as long as we open ourselves and seek to learn God’s will for us.
In this practice God speaks to us directly, not through our intellect, but primarily through our feelings. To discern spirits is to listen to our own hearts. Our God dwells within us and the only way to become one with our God is to become one with our authentic self. If any action we undertake brings with it deep feelings of peace, joy, and fulfillment, then we can be sure that what we are doing is right for us. To be able to discern spirits we must have made a total commitment of ourselves to God and be willing to do whatever God asks of us.
We gay and lesbian people should take heart from the example of Paul. He confronted the hierarchy of his Church on the question of submitting gentile converts to Jewish law, after he had made a personal discernment: “The question came up only because some… have furtively crept in to spy on the liberty we enjoy in Christ Jesus and want to reduce us all to slavery. I was so determined to safeguard for you the true meaning of the Good News, that I refused even out of deference to yield to such people for one moment” (Gal. 2:4-6).
On another occasion when Peter refused to eat with gentile converts because they did not follow Jewish dietary laws, Paul speaks of “opposing Peter to his face, since he was manifestly in the wrong” (Gal. 2:11-13). Obviously, Paul was able to trust not only his own experience but also what he heard God saying to him through his own discernment process—and he had the courage to act on those insights no matter what price he might pay!
In a modern-day courageous act of discernment, Bishop Francis Murphy of Baltimore has stated: “I am personally in favor of the ordination of women into a renewed priestly ministry. I believe this issue to be as important as the issue Paul raised with Peter, namely, the admission of Gentiles into Christianity. Women’s calls, as well as men’s, should be tested. Justice demands it. The pastoral needs of the church require it.”1
Applying St. Ignatius’ Discernment
With his extraordinary psychological genius, it was Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Society of Jesus, who drew up the “Rules for the Discernment of Spirits” as the central part of his Spiritual Exercises. Ignatius’ practice of discernment began when he was carried home on a stretcher for a long convalescence after his legs were smashed by a cannon ball. He had only two books to read during his long weeks in bed. One was a life of Christ and the Saints, the other was a book of romantic tales. After reading the romances, Ignatius would daydream about winning the hearts of the women of the Court. Although he derived some pleasure from these daydreams of romantic conquest, he was aware that afterward he felt emptiness and sadness. However, after reading about the great Saints, he would daydream about outdoing them as a knight in the service of Jesus Christ. These dreams filled him with a sense of peace and joy that would last for a long time.2
Ignatius discerned from this that God was calling him into the service of Jesus. So, leaving his armor at the feet of the Virgin Mary in the monastery of Montserrat, he entered into a cave in Manresa and spent ten months in prayer. During those months, Ignatius claimed he was taught by God and distilled what he learned from his own personal discernment into his book The Spiritual Exercises.3
At the heart of the Spiritual Exercises was the discernment in one’s heart of movements of consolation and desolation. The signs that we are living open to God’s action Ignatius called “consolation”:
By consolation I mean what occurs when some interior motion is caused within the soul through which it comes to be inflamed with love of its Creator and Lord. As a result it can love no created thing on the face of the earth in itself, but only in the Creator of them all. Similarly, this consolation is experienced when the soul sheds tears that move it to the love for its Lord— whether they are tears of grief for its own sins, or about the Passion of our Lord, or about other matters directly ordered to his service and praise. Finally un-der the word consolation I include every increase in faith, hope and charity, and every interior joy that calls and attracts one to heavenly things and to the salvation of one’s soul, by bringing it tranquility and peace in its Creator and Lord.4
The opposite of consolation Ignatius called “desolation”: if our action brings with it deep feelings of sadness, depression, anxiety, and discontent, then that is a sign that what we are doing is wrong for us because it contradicts God’s spirit within us.
Discerning Spirits in Our Hearts
Notice that all the texts on discernment speak of the location of the Spirit as “in our hearts.” Both the Holy Spirit of God and the spirit of evil take up their abode in our hearts. The biblical distinction between heart and head is a distinction between feelings and thought. What is in our hearts can be discerned only by listening closely to our feelings. However, the reason why discernment may be a difficult practice for many gay people is because they have suppressed their feelings. Feelings are like a bowl of spaghetti, you can never get only one strand. If you allow yourself to feel one feeling, all the other feelings will be pulled in with it. You cannot experience the feeling of love without being ready to experience anger as well. The only way to suppress one feeling, for example, anger, is to suppress all feelings and try to live in your head.
Many gay people become distrustful and fearful of their gay feelings of attraction and affection. But as long as you are living in your head, trying to stay in control through dispassionate reason, you will miss what God is saying to you through your heart. The only way to practice discernment is to open up and trust your feelings. There is an ancient medieval saying: You can grasp God with your thought: never; you can grasp God with your heart: ever!
How often a seriously depressed gay client has come to me as therapist and told me a story of having fearfully hid in the closet for years. He had frequently gone out while drunk and had a one-night stand, hating himself for it when he woke up, hung over the next morning. His coming to therapy was occasioned by the fact that this time he went out while sober, met someone, and for the first time began to develop a healthy relationship. In the affectionate sexual exchange that followed soon afterward, he experienced the most profound feelings of joy, peace, and fulfillment he had ever known. But the next morning the old homophobic tapes, implanted by family, culture, and Church, began playing again in his head, telling him that he should despise and hate himself for what he did. (I term that internalized tape: post-coitus tristis.) He is tempted to cut off the relationship and go back to his old despairing closeted life-style, which usually involves compulsive acting out in one-night stands while drunk. Being drunk allows him to deny responsibility by blaming his alcoholic sickness, thus relieving the fear in his relationship to God. If he stayed in the sober relationship he would have to accept responsibility for it and change his image of God from one of fear to one of love.
How difficult it can be at times to get that client to discern spirits, to listen to his feelings and realize that God is saying something to him directly through those feelings of peace, joy, and fulfillment and, conversely, through the negative feelings of sadness, depression, and compulsive acting out. My hope as therapist and spiritual guide is that my client will be able to distinguish between his healthy gay needs and his longing for sexual intimacy, and the pathological need to try to deny and repress his gayness by repressing all need on his part for intimacy. “It is not good that a human remain alone. Every human has a need of a companion of his or her own kind!”5 Gradually, my client should strive to learn to make his gay needs and his need for intimacy egosyntonic, that is, he should learn to accept and go with them and gradually lessen the power of the negative homophobic tapes in his head to control his life. In the words of a second-century Father of the Church, St. Irenaeus: “The glory of God are humans fully alive!” And that includes being fully alive sexually. The glory of God for a lesbian or gay man is to be fully alive as gay or lesbian.
Overcoming Fear through Discernment
In a recent article applying Ignatian spiritual discernment to the problems of youth in East Germany and broadening the application of those rules from the realm of the individual to the social, Thomas Gertler, S.J., makes some important points that, I believe, are equally valid in another context for gay Christians living in North America. Gertler asserts that the biggest problem was “our hidden and repressed interior freedom, resulting from the long sublimation of experiential” fear.” He points out that this fear is rooted less in the actual experience of repression than in the perceived possibility of terror, in feelings of powerlessness and abandonment, in the absence of rights and the lack of any opportunity to appeal for justice. “This overreaching fear expresses itself in a dampening of liveliness, a dimming of creativity. The rule was: ‘Hold back, don’t stick out, don’t make waves’.”6
In my experience as a psychotherapist, I find a remarkable resemblance here to the kind of fear experienced by Christian gays who stay in the closet with, perhaps, the added dimension that gays also interiorize self-hatred to try to justify those fears. The foundation of “staying in the closet” is based in the projecting out of a paralyzing fear, a fear that leads to suppression of liveliness and creativity. As a result, Gertler writes, East Germans developed the strongest of inferiority complexes.
Why are we so afraid? The answer can be found in the relation of fear to power; those whom we fear have great power over us. Those who can make us afraid can also make us do what they want us to do. In order to be liberated from the control we must first bring into full consciousness this close connection between our fears and the power that others have over us. Gays and lesbians need to develop a conscious awareness of the destructive role of fear in their community. Our greatest enemy is not some outside opponent—it is the fear within us. The fear that we should seek to be liberated from is that kind of paranoid fear that impoverishes our conscience and cripples our response to those around us, numbing us to their needs because of anxiety about our own needs.
The first step toward liberation from that fear is to bring that fear and inner lack of freedom, which in all of us slips into the subconscious, clearly into consciousness. In his effort to control such fears, Gertler found the Ignatian “Rules for the Discernment of Spirits” a valuable help. The first of the Ignatian rules for discernment with which Gertler deals is the one in which Ignatius observed that subconscious fears feel irresistibly strong. But they are not. Evil pretends to be strong, but it is not naturally so. “I can know this from my own experience. After having failed at something, I think to myself: ‘I will never be able to do this; I never improve; I am so undisciplined.’ So I give up and give in, or I experience a downward spiral of failure after failure: ‘There is no hope now; I have sunk far too deep ever to extract myself; I just don’t care anymore.’”7
Such a spiral generates a self-perpetuating circle of impotence and apathy. We identify with our fears and allow them to become totally one with our ego. As a result they have complete control over us. If these fears are related to a struggle against evil, we begin to justify ourselves and cooperate with the powers that be: There is nothing to be done. There is no point in even trying. We all end up in the same cycle: giving in, playing ball, and forgetting all about our freedom, our possibilities, and our responsibilities.
People who live in fear never learned (never dared to learn) what they need most of all: initiative, decisiveness, the will to “show their colors.” Like the East Germans, we gay people have been all too accustomed to the opposite: “Don’t step out of line, don’t speak first, wait and see what others are doing, test the waters.” Our oppression is perpetuated by fear, mistrust, and an inability to believe in the goodness of human beings.
What advice does Ignatius give to those who have forgotten their own freedom and its functions? Use your freedom. Defend yourself from evil. Show determination. Never submit to fear; never make it egosyntonic. Never allow yourself to become totally a prisoner of fear. Every time you act in fear, the spirit of fear tightens its grip on you. Every time you take any action that contradicts your fears, you win a certain freedom from fear. And the next time, that action will be much easier.
That advice can be restated in these words: I take the next possible step forward out of my fears. This is a fundamental rule of the spiritual life and of psychological development. “In every instance, I am called to take the next peaceful step out of my enslavement to fear. The next step: I have to try to be concrete and pragmatic. / take it; whatever is within my ability, I can do. With God’s help there is always some room for me to exercise freedom. The next possible step: I am not called on to leap or fly, but only to walk forward. “8 Ignatius was well aware that one of the tactics of the enemy is to tempt us to excess, to cause us to reach beyond our grasp and then, in the ensuing failure, to tighten his grip on us. Part of our discernment is to recognize what strengths and what graces are available to us now and to acknowledge our limits.
As soon as I begin to practice these first concrete steps, I will experience the inner growth of peace, confidence, hope, and joy. Indeed, with these steps I have already won a major victory, for I have recaptured my freedom and my ability to act. “If I do this within the context of the social order, then we all gain the same experience. We are not asleep, we are not simply cogs in the machine. We do have voices. We really can change things.”9
Ignatius notes, “Our enemy may also be compared in his manner of acting to a false lover. He seeks to remain hidden and does not want to be discovered…”10 In other words, evil always tries to camouflage itself. It wishes to remain secret. It lies. The primary instrument the spirit of evil uses to achieve its purpose is the spirit of fear. Whereas Jesus speaks of the indwelling Holy Spirit as desirous of leading us into all truth, Scripture speaks of Satan as “the Father of lies.” The negative thoughts and feelings from the spirit of evil, when they remain trapped inside me, are powerful. I cannot get a hold on them. I cannot look at them, because I have not expressed them. And so they poison me. If I could utter them, if I could bring them up and speak them out, then they would become open to observation and I could do something about them.
The great power of the East German state, Gertler notes, lay in its ability to frighten everyone into living out a false self: “From kindergarten onward we learned that one was not allowed to say what one did or thought…. From the age of toddlers we have learned to keep our thoughts under lock and key, to hide ourselves away.” 11 Gertler asks:
What were the consequences? They were and are very bad: I am able to bottle up my own opinion so completely that soon I cease to have one. This is a common phenomenon: Many people no longer know their own thoughts and feelings, for they can no longer bring them to expression. These two things are related. If I can no longer express my inner life, my inner self, it withers. I become less and less capable of expressing what I feel…. We don’t have the vocabulary to express our finer, subtler feelings. In this, we have hurt ourselves badly. We have allowed a process of spiritual stultification to take place that has robbed us blind.I2
“Evil,” warned Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German theologian who was hanged by the Nazis, “demands to have a man by himself. It withdraws him from community. The more isolated the person is, the more destructive will be the power of evil over him, the more disastrous his isolation…. Evil shuns the light. In the darkness of the unexpressed it poisons the whole being of a person.”13
The power of the evil of homophobia is its ability to frighten the gay person to live in the closet and “live out a false self.” Gay people who live in fear can so deny and repress their Own thoughts and feelings until both wither up and they lose touch with their real identity.
What did Ignatius suggest that we do when faced with the hidden and lying Evil One? Expose it! Speak the truth! When I speak the truth I align myself with reality. For a gay person this speaking the truth can take the form of coming out of the closet to one’s family or a friend. It takes a great deal of effort and pain to bring myself back into a correct relationship with reality, the type of relationship children have. This was the point of Jesus’ words when he said: “If you do not become like little children, you shall never enter the Kingdom of God” (John 19:13).
Gertler expresses a special concern for the Church:
I have always experienced the Church as the place where more freedom, more openness and more preparedness for truth existed than in society at large. May it never come to pass that we lose this familiar Church, a Church in which we have such a foundational relationship of trust. May it never come to pass that there remain only isolated individuals in the Church with whom, either in the confessional or in spiritual conversation, I can speak my innermost truth and know that it will be received with love and reverence. May the Church itself as institution in all humility always place itself at the disposal of truth, which is greater even than the Church itself.14
This is one area where the gay person’s experience differs sharply from that of Gertler. Throughout history, we have almost never found the Church to be a “place where more freedom, more openness and more preparedness for truth existed” concerning the issue of homosexuality. In fact, just the opposite, the Church was usually the place where there was the greatest threat and the greatest demand for self-hatred and repression. Traditionally homosexuality was referred to in the churches as “the sin that dare not speak its name.” We were very lucky if we could find a confessor or spiritual guide with whom we could speak our innermost truth and be received compassionately, without judgment or rejection or being advised to deny and closet our reality.
Gertler makes a strong assertion concerning the need for and the value of humor.
One thing remained constant, the comic element of all this could not be acknowledged. This type of system is characterized by its total lack of humor…. When I can no longer recognize my own silliness, when I can no longer laugh at my foibles, then I am probably well on the way to neurosis. We fall into a trap every time we forget that we are not God and that we do not define the ultimate truth. Here we need a sense of humor. Indeed we humans can often overcome a difficult situation only through laughter or through tears, and not through the application of brute force.
There is a strong parallel between Gertler’s description of the role of humor in the totalitarian state and the use gays have made of humor to keep their sanity and make their “exile” more bearable. At its best, “gay camp” was always a means of affirming our dignity as human beings, while at the same time, laughing together at our foibles. “It is my ardent hope that we as a people can look back at the past—first with tears and then with laughter. When we have done this, then we will have reached the truth that sets us free.”15
The following is a case history of how one of my clients sought God’s grace to be able to discern God’s will for him as a gay man and a religious man under vows. (The client gave me permission to use his retreat notes in the hope that they could help others like him to be able to make a similar discernment. The names of places and people have been changed to protect the identity of my client.) The occasion of this discernment was a reading of Ezekiel, chapter 34, where Ezekiel calls the leaders of his church “false shepherds” because they use their power and authority primarily to secure their own position and authority and do not seek to take care of the needs of the people. God promises to take those people directly under his/her guidance and remove them from the jurisdiction of Church authorities.
The word of Yahweh was addressed to me as follows, “Son of man, prophesy against the shepherds of Israel; prophesy and say to them, Shepherds, the Lord Yahweh says this: Disaster is in store for the shepherds of Israel who feed themselves! Are not shepherds meant to feed a flock? … You have failed to make weak sheep strong, or to care for the sick ones, or bandage the injured ones. You have failed to bring back strays or look for the lost. On the contrary, you have ruled them cruelly and harshly. For lack of a shepherd they have been scattered, to become the prey of all the wild animals; they have been scattered….
“Very well, Shepherds, hear the word of Yahweh: As I live, I swear it—declares the Lord Yahweh… I am against the shepherds. I shall take my flock out of their charge and henceforth not allow them to feed my flock. And the shepherds will stop feeding themselves, because I shall rescue my sheep from their mouths to stop them from being food for them.” (Ezek. 34:1-10)
My Client’s Retreat Notes
I shall rescue my sheep from their mouths to stop them from being food for them. Ezekiel 34:10
I had heard of conversion experiences and of God breaking into the lives of people, but at the age of fifty-eight and in my forty-first year of religious life, such a God was foreign to me. I was in desperate need of internal healing but knew in my heart that nothing so good could happen to me and even doubted that such things occurred to others.
However, during an eight-day directed retreat in the silence of beautiful August summer days, my miracle happened. I received the precious grace to totally love and accept myself as the gay person whom God created me to be. After over fifty years of self-hate and shame the True Shepherd leapt from the pages of Ezekiel 34 to rescue me from the mouths of those who would want me to believe I am an abomination to my Creator. This True Shepherd bandaged my wound and made me strong. I am now part of the flock that He will watch over Himself.
Early years I loved my Church while attending grammar school in the Western part of New York State. Our family had attained some stability in that area after having gone through a nomadic period previous to the enrollment of the five of us at the parish school run by the Sisters of St. Joseph. I was a familiar face around the Church—boy soprano in the choir and the ever-faithful always-available altar boy. My mother made me a full set of vestments, and neighbors heard me preach the Sunday sermon from my upstairs room.
This charmed relationship with the Church was to change as I entered puberty. I can vaguely remember an incident after responding to a call in the seventh grade to try out for the school basketball team. After the workout, too embarrassed to take a shower myself, I looked into the shower area as I was leaving the locker room. I don’t remember exactly what was said by the coach who confronted me at that time, but it made a deep and lasting impression. I never came back to another practice session and never participated in any school sports for the rest of my academic career, although it was a high interest area for me. I knew I felt I did something very wrong and I was a bad person.
High School At the end of my eighth grade we moved to downstate New York, and I was registered at a high school taught by religious brothers. My connection with the Church was never the same. It now became for me a place where I confessed my sexual thoughts and masturbatory actions to receive forgiveness until the next Saturday. It was a cycle of shame and guilt with momentary peace. In addition, I realized I was attracted to some of the other male students at school. This I never mentioned to anyone. I knew this was wrong and made me a bad person. I had no name to put on it and felt it was something very unique to myself.
Religious Life The sheltered and over-protected life I experienced in my family and twelve years of Catholic schooling helped me make a smooth transition to religious life. Preoccupation with sexual thoughts and masturbation ceased during my Novitiate year only to return with a vengeance during the rest of my formative training. My same-sex attraction not only continued but intensified. It was my secret with one exception. Over a period of three years, I ran from a strong mutual attraction with a classmate who on and off wished to pursue it with me. My paralyzing fear prevented me from acting on this.
Leaving the confinement of formative training and embarking on my teaching mission helped to relieve much of the stress I was experiencing. For the next twenty-four years, I threw myself totally into my identity as brother and teacher, finding satisfaction in my work. But the deepest core of my being was in constant turmoil. I was attracted to many of my students which only heightened my anxiety and fear. The cycle of shame, guilt, and confession continued over the years. I kept my secret. No one else could possibly be experiencing any of this. I am uniquely a bad person.
Alcohol helped ease some of the pain. I needed my drink each eve-ning before supper to get me through the night. On the outside all was well. If you work hard in the brothers you are easily accepted. I was a workaholic. I had no identity of my own. I had no idea who I was, nor did I know that this would be worth something to find out.
A Breakthrough My True Shepherd touched my life again in a mysterious way. It became clear to me that I was dying in the classroom. It was no longer life-giving but was draining me emotionally and physically. Despite hours of meticulous preparation, I felt inadequate and sensed a growing alienation from the students. I wrote my Provincial that I needed to leave teaching. I did not know what I would do; neither did he.
I now was embarking on a journey into the depths of my soul. A place where I never wanted to go and I could not go alone. Providentially six months previously I had made reservations for a thirty-day contemplative experience at a remote location. This solitude was my initiation into being alone with myself.
My second step was a nine-month Clinical Pastoral Education residency program at a hospital. A CPE program helps you get in touch with those areas of your life which are blocks to your ministry to others. It was my stepping stone to my next twelve years of ministry—eight years as a hospital chaplain and four years in AIDS ministry.
The Journey Why was I called on this journey? My True Shepherd knew my brokenness. Along with my ministry I plunged into continuing psychotherapy. For twelve years, I was involved in both small group and individual therapy. I dealt with the endless areas of concern, issue by issue. Each person has their own path, their own process, and their own time.
I experienced a freedom during that period of time which I had ever experienced before. I was not living in one of our religious communities. Living alone forced me to live with myself and learn who I was.
Along with my therapy I sought spiritual direction. For ten years, I was gifted with two directors who helped me let go of the image of God I was taught and to slowly replace it with the image of God that Jesus shared with us. It was my need to disconnect from the institutional Church and trust that my True Shepherd would find me and bring me back to the flock where He would be on watch.
It is incredible that during most of this journey my same-sex attraction did not surface as a therapy issue. By letting go of the institutional Church 1 was able to let go of much of my shame and guilt. Being away from community and school removed me from a familiar setting where these issues more readily surfaced as a problem to be addressed. It was still my secret and I did not have a name for it.
Naming It! Then something happened that brought this issue to the surface for me. I became conscious of people dying with AIDS while doing my work in the hospitals. I volunteered to become a buddy for a state-wide AIDS organization and was assigned a gay man to care for. My True Shepherd was working overtime. It was in this encounter that I became fully aware of who I was. I now had a name for these feelings, and I was experiencing an incredible love for this gay man. He became my teacher.
I slowly and tentatively began to come out to friends, some family members, some brothers, and the people in my small therapy group. I also was aware that I was paralyzed with fear and could not accept myself as I was. The homophobic voices of Church and society did not make it easier. “For lack of a shepherd they have been scattered…. My flock is astray on every mountain…. I shall take my flock out of their charge…. I myself shall take care of my flock and look after it” (Ezek. 34:5-11).
Epilogue As I mentioned at the beginning, my True Shepherd invited me through my spiritual director to spend eight days under His care in rich pastures over a year ago. At this time an internal healing of my self-hatred began to take place. Since then I have learned we cannot live on the mountaintop but must do daily battle against negative voices.
Called to be Healed My True Shepherd once again touched my life and invited me through my director to spend eight quiet days under His care in rich pastures. As I mentioned earlier it was there I was healed of my deepest wounds. How can one put that into words? One can only try.
My retreat guidelines were: Get in touch with who you are and bring that person into the presence of God; from all eternity God has chosen this time to be with you; all you need to do is show up; let go of any expecta-tions. Early in the retreat it became clear to me that I was being asked to know who I was in my deepest being and to accept that God had created me as a gay man.
One morning I was so in touch in oneness with my body. I experienced it as something beautiful and good—with sexual and alive feelings. All was good and God was present. Later that day it felt so right that my body was good and was an instrument for giving and receiving love.
It became clear to me that I was in need of a lover in my life.
It is time to turn one’s back to the violent Church and
not listen to this voice—it is not the voice of God.
The Shepherd’s voice
gives life
gives peace
gives hope
and is not destructive of nature.
I have come that you may have life
and may live it to the full.
Having a lover is life for me.
I know this is my need.
I need this to live life to the full.
I listen for the guilt and the fear to return, but they are hot present. Only feelings of peace and joy remain. My deepest wound is revealed to me: i did not believe anyone, including god, could love me for myself.
I have always felt that 1 was a bad person because of my sexual desires, sexual thoughts, and masturbation.
I have put up a wall around me, to keep people away, including my God. I am in desperate need of healing.
It became clear to me that my healing would come when I slept with another human being, preferably a man for me.
I desperately need to be touched, skin against skin, and feel the warmth of another human being in my life.
This is the desperate need of a human being deprived of all human touch and human warmth for fifty-nine years.
It is the desperate cry of one who can no longer keep human beings out of his life.
This is not about sexuality or celibacy but breathing life into a dying body.
Yet, I welcome sexuality for it will bring me life—I need to feel cared for, feel loved.
This is where my healing lies.
Why cannot a brother give this to another brother?
What is celibacy?
Should this prevent us from giving life to one another?
Are we to watch each other die of loneliness?
Are we to watch each other become bitter old men who have kept their vow?
I know what I need for my healing.
Please, God, give me the courage to ask for it from my brothers or another human being.
We all need to receive God’s love, no matter what it looks like.
At the end of the retreat, it came to me that isn’t that what my gift of gayness is? Is it not God’s love for me? And should I not receive it and live it to the full no matter what it looks like to others? “I myself shall pasture my sheep, I myself shall give them rest… I shall look for the lost one, bring back the stray, bandage the injured and make the sick strong…. I shall be a true shepherd to them” (Ezek. 34:15-16).
Reflections on the Case History
My client has continued on his healing path since that retreat. He has come out to his family and to his religious order, and he is actively seeking out gay friends and companions. In many ways this very moving case history is unique, as is the person whose history it is. At the same time, however, it reveals the same basic pattern of recovery that many of my clients, especially those from a strong religious background, have had to pass through in order to succeed in coming out of the closet, positively accepting their gayness, and laying the foundation for a healthy gay relationship. One cannot found a healthy relationship on an aspect of the self one hates and is ashamed of.
The first step in this typical process is the interiorization of the homophobia of family, church, and culture. In the past this almost always led to the feeling of being different, of being the only one in the world with these feelings. This in turn leads to a total suppression of one’s gay identity, using pathological religious concepts of fear and shame to achieve that repression. Having suppressed all feelings, the individual tries to live “out of the head,” developing intellectual skills that are conflict free, burying themselves in their studies and work. They base their identity on their ability to meet the needs of others while repressing and denying their own needs. Many from a Catholic background will, frequently unconsciously, use a vocation to celibate religious life to avoid having to deal at all with sexuality and intimacy. Sooner or later this process of self-denial and repression will bottom out with serious depression, rage, and on frequent occasions serious alcohol or drug abuse, compulsive acting out of needs for intimacy, affection, and sexual fulfillment leading to greater shame, guilt, and fear, sometimes resulting in psychological breakdown and even efforts at suicide.
The client in this case history bottomed out with serious depression, which led him to take the courageous action of seeking out individual and group therapy, fortunately with a gay positive therapist. He also had the good fortune to be aware that secular therapy alone would not be adequate to meet his needs. He also had to find a way to mature spiritually.
Through competent spiritual directors he began the process of learning how to discern spirits and hear the voice of God speaking to him in his heart directly through his experiences and feelings. He began the process of sorting out his pathological religious feelings from his healthy mature experience of God’s love for him and began building a healthy religious relationship with the God of love. To achieve that growth he had to risk taking distance from the institutional Church’s authority.
My client had to go through several years of healing psychotherapy and spiritual direction before he was ready to safely address the issue of his gay identity. That breakthrough occurred for him by falling in love with a man with AIDS for whom he was a buddy. The deep peace and joy he experienced in that love was his first step toward a positive acceptance of his gayness.
But the struggle to heal the wound of his self-hatred was not over. At every step of the process my client sought God’s help through prayer, retreats, and spiritual direction. He made a wise application of the saying of Ignatius: We must pray as if everything depended on us. We must act as if everything depended on God!
In 1977, I was ordered to silence by the Vatican on the issue of homosexuality. This order came as the result of the publication of my book The Church and the Homosexual, which argued that loving gay or lesbian relationships between consenting adults should be acceptable in the Church. Since I was given that order formally under the vow of obedience to which I had freely committed myself on entering the Society of Jesus, all my spiritual training led me to accept that order and obey. And for almost a decade, I did my best to abide by that order to silence. I did not speak publicly or write anything concerning homosexuality. I was allowed, however, to continue my ministry to lesbians and gays, preaching, giving retreats and workshops, as long as that did not involve challenging Catholic Church teaching in the public media (see appendix 2 for further detail on the Vatican’s response to my book The Church and the Homosexual).
That same decade, 1978-1988, saw the spread of AIDS and a growing political attack on the rights of gay people, an attack which increasingly had the explicit support of the hierarchy of the Catholic Church. Every day, I resubmitted my silence to God, asking that God’s spirit guide me. At times, I saw my silence as completely in accord with the Holy Spirit, and my desire to speak out as an ego trip, my desire to be in the limelight. At other times, I felt that my obedience was primarily based in fear of the consequences and that I was betraying those whom God had called me to serve because of my selfish needs for security and acceptance in the Church. I saw no way out of that dilemma until the Holy Spirit took matters into her own hands and I received a further order from Rome.
In November 1985, two months after my address on the subject of freedom of conscience at the National Dignity Convention in New York City, I was called in by my Jesuit Provincial, the superior of all the Jesuits in the New York Province. Because of complaints from the local hierarchy concerning my questioning of the Catholic Church’s teaching concerning homosexuality, Cardinal Ratzinger of the Congregation for the Defense of the Faith (previously called the Holy Inquisition, this Congregation is charged with defending Church teaching in matters of faith and morals) had called in the General of the Society of Jesus, the Society’s highest authority, and given him an order he was to pass on to me. I was to “withdraw from any and all ministry to homosexual persons.” Father General Peter Hans Kolvenbach expressed a willingness to allow me to continue my private ministry of psychotherapy, for which he expressed “a sincere respect and value.” However, he absolutely forbade me to take part in any public way in public ministry to gay people. I was not to be associated in any way with gay causes, including passive attendance at a meeting or liturgy. He also made it clear that if my private ministry of psychotherapy came to public attention, he could not guarantee that the Congregation would agree to my continuing even that.
I spent several months in prayer and consultation with spiritual advisors to try to discern what God wanted me to do. There were two key moments that helped me reach a decision during those difficult months of discernment. The first was the advice of a former Jesuit Provincial and spiritual guide. After I described to him all the pros and cons I had been debating, he suggested that I was going about the discernment process all wrong. I was too much in my head. He told me that if he went outside his apartment in the South Bronx and saw someone lying at the curb, and asked what was wrong, and was told he or she had no food and no bed to sleep in, then he knew what God was asking of him—to find food and shelter for this poor human being. Because of my gayness and my pastoral experience, God had put me in touch, on both a personal and pastoral level, with the special pain and suffering of gay people. Then it was perfectly clear that God was calling me to relieve those sufferings in any way I could, regardless of the consequences.
My advisor also recalled for me the meditation all Jesuits make on what Ignatius called “the three degrees of humility.” Ignatius saw these as three steps into a closer identity and intimacy with Jesus. “Humility lies in the acceptance of Jesus Christ as the fullness of what it means to be human.”1 Ignatius is echoing the words of Paul that we are all called to “form the perfect Man, fully mature with the fullness of Christ himself” (Eph. 4:13).
“To be humble is to live as close to the truth as possible: that I am created in the likeness of Christ, that I am meant to live according to the pattern of his paschal mystery, and that my whole fulfillment is found in being near to Christ as he draws me to himself.”2
In the first degree of humility, St. Ignatius suggests that I ask God’s grace never to consider any action that would separate me from God and Jesus even if my life depended on it. “I would want to do noth-ing that would cut me off from God—not even if I were made head of all creation or even just to save my own life here on earth. I know that grave sin in this sense is to miss the whole meaning of being a person— one who is created and redeemed and is destined to live forever in love with God, my Creator and Lord.”3
The second degree is to seek the grace to be indifferent to a long life or a short one, to honors or to disgrace, to pleasure or to suffering in order to be free to do whatever Jesus wants of me. “My life is firmly grounded in the fact that the reality of being a person is seen fully in Jesus Christ. Just as I have come to do your will, O God’ is the motivating force of his life, so the only real principle of choice in my life is to seek out and do the will of the Father. With this habitual attitude, I find I can maintain a certain balance in my inclinations to have riches rather than poverty, honor rather than dishonor, or to desire a long life rather than a short one. I would not want to turn away from God even in small ways, because my whole desire is to respond ever more faithfully to his call.”4
The third degree is most perfect humility, namely, “in order to imitate and be more actually like Christ our Lord, I want and choose poverty with Christ poor rather than riches, opprobrium with Christ replete with it rather than honors; and to desire to be rated as worthless and a fool for Christ, Who first was held as such, rather than wise and prudent in this world.”5
In a note Ignatius acknowledges that this third degree is a special grace, a gift that comes primarily from God’s initiative. He recommends, at this point, that one return in prayer to the Colloquy which reads: “First, I approach our Lady, asking her to obtain for me from her Son the grace-gift to follow him in the highest spiritual poverty, and should God be pleased thereby and want to choose and accept me, even in actual poverty. Even greater is the gift I seek in being able to bear the insults and the contempt of my world, so imitating Christ, my Lord ever more closely…”6
David Fleming, S.J., has reworded the third degree:
… I so much want the truth of Christ’s life to be the truth of my own that I find myself, moved by grace, with a love and a desire for poverty in order to be with the poor Christ; a love and a desire for insults in order to be closer to Christ in his own rejection by people; a love and a desire to be considered worthless and a fool for Christ, rather than to be esteemed as wise and prudent according to the standards of the world. By grace, I find myself so moved to follow Jesus Christ in the most intimate union possible, that his experiences are reflected in my own. In that, I find my delight.7
As a young man in novitiate at Saint-Andrew-on-Hudson, I vividly remember my very strong reaction to this third degree and feeling that I was not ready to go that far. I realize now that the strength of my reaction was based in the fact that I was still relating to a god of fear. When I read the words in Revelation to John: “Amen; come, Lord Jesus!” (Rev. 22:20), I spontaneously prayed, “Wait, Lord Jesus! Wait!” I was not ready for the kind of intimacy Ignatius sought because I was not yet open to such a deep and radical loving intimacy with my God.
Still, I followed the advice of Ignatius and made the triple colloquy, praying to Mary, her son Jesus, and the Father that someday, when I was ready, to grant me the grace to grow into and experience that kind of passionate desire for the deepest possible union and intimacy with the Lord.
Little did I know that following out my decision in conscience to continue my ministry to lesbians and gays would be the occasion for me to receive an answer to that young novice’s prayers and have a very real experience of the third degree.
The second moment that helped me reach my decision occurred while I spent a week at the Trappist monastery Gethsemani in Kentucky. One day during holy week while I was in prayer, agonizing over the decision which was due that weekend, a knock came at the door of my room, and a monk with a great red beard whom I did not know and had never seen before handed me a slip of paper. On that paper was written the Buddhist vow of compassion, The Bodhisattva’s Vow of Universal Redemption. He explained to me that a Bodhisattva is one who, after attaining enlightenment, defers her or his entrance into nirvana (that is, cessation of the cycle of birth and death) and chooses instead to continue being born in a human body in order to share the burden of others’ sufferings and sorrows, and to aid them by her or his compassionate presence. Sharing the suffering of the human state, the Bodhisattva freely chooses “exile” until all human beings can enter into salvation. The vow reads:
I take upon myself the burden of my suffering brothers (and sisters), I am resolved to do so. I will endure it. I will not turn or run away. I will not turn back. I cannot.
And why? My endeavors do not merely aim at my own deliverance. I must help all my brothers (and sisters) cross the stream of this life which is so difficult to cross. With the help of the boat of compassion I must help them across the stream. I would fain become a soother of all the sorrows of my brothers (and sisters). May I be a balm to those who are sick, their healer and servant until sickness come never again. May I become an unfailing store for my poor brothers (and sisters) and serve them in their need. May I be in the famine at the ages’ end, their drink and their meat.
My own being, all my life, all my spirituality in the past, present and future I surrender that my brothers (and sisters) may win through to their end, for they dwell in my spirit.8
The spirit of this vow is exactly the spirit being lived out by thousands of gay and lesbian people as well as many others who have dedicated themselves as volunteers to do whatever they can to relieve the suffering of persons with AIDS. I was struck by the statement the actor Anthony Perkins made just a few days before his death from AIDS: “There are many that believe that this disease is God’s vengeance, but I believe it was sent to teach people how to love and understand and have compassion for each other. I have learned more about love, selflessness and human understanding from the people I have met in this great adventure in the world of AIDS than I ever did in the cutthroat, competitive world in which I spent my life.”9
This Buddhist vow brought back to mind the spiritual meaning of Christ’s life, the quality of compassion, expressed in my favorite text in Scripture:
Make your own the mind of Christ Jesus: Who, being in the form of God, did not count equality with God something to be grasped.
But he emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, becoming as human beings are; and being in every way like a human being, he was humbler yet, even to accepting death, death on a cross.
And for this God raised him high, and gave him the name which is above all other names;
so that…,
… every tongue should acknowledge Jesus Christ as Lord, to the glory of God the Father.
(Phil. 2:5-11)
Whenever I prayed over the possibility of obeying the order I received from Rome to give up all ministry to lesbians and gays, my spirit was troubled and I had a strong feeling that I did not have the right in conscience to abandon the gay community which had turned to me for help and guidance. In the course of my ten years of silence in obedience to Rome, my understanding of how to discern the will of God changed, I hope, for the better. It had grown and matured under the constant pressure of trying to do God’s will within the confines of restrictive directives from Rome. Roman authorities were inclined to see my efforts to interpret the restrictions on my freedom in the narrowest of possible ways as revealing too “legalistic” an attitude and as playing games with obedience. I saw my efforts as an honest attempt to try to put together my obedience to the orders I received from Rome with my obedience to the will of God calling me to a ministry of compassion to gay people. I kept in mind a legal principle I learned from my teacher of Canon Law: Odiosa sint restringenda (Restrictive laws are to be narrowly interpreted).
As Edward Schillebeeckx observes in his book Ministry: Leadership in the Community of Jesus Christ: “Christian obedience is also listening so as to be involved in the kairos of the moment of grace of a particular time, listening in obedience to the suffering of human beings and the seeds of a Christian community, and then performing specific actions in conformity with that ‘voice of God.’ This is also and above all a fundamental form of Christian obedience, derived from the authority of human beings who are suffering and in need.” Schillebeeckx goes on to observe that where this form of obedience comes into conflict with authority, Thomas Aquinas allows that a human’s conscience which has been tested in such a conflict (and not just because it is sure of itself) is free to make a decision contrary to authority and, moreover, adds that a conscientious person must do this “even if he knows that as a result he can be excommunicated by the Church.”10
God had granted me that grace, an intimate awareness of the suffering and of the seeds of community among my gay brothers and lesbian sisters. First of all, I knew my own sufferings as a gay man and as a gay priest. My struggles to reconcile my faith and trust in God with my self-acceptance and my ministry to gay people, including my work as a psychotherapist with hundreds of gay clients, had put me in intimate contact with the special psychological pain most gay people suffer in our culture and especially in the Catholic Church. I became intensely aware that, unless we are dealing with a sadistic God, what is destructive psychologically for so many people has to be bad theology!
Not only was there great suffering for individual men and women, but also for the gay community at large. The massive crucifixion of AIDS has rivaled in its virulence any plague of the Middle Ages. According to experts AIDS threatens the life of one out of two gay men, and this plague leads to a lingering death, frequently with terrible pain and disfigurement. This suffering is compounded by mass hysteria and fear that lead to persecution and hideous injustice by the community at large. I understood that the special gifts—gifts of understanding, self-acceptance as a gay man, and confidence in God’s love and mercy—that God has given to me were there so that I could share them with others like myself. I could become an instrument of God’s compassion.
Although I was leaning toward deciding to disobey the Vatican order, I was aware that my decision might be wrong, that subtle forms of egoism and self-deceit might be influencing it. I was also aware, however, that fear and the urge to be secure within the Church and the Jesuit Society should not deter me from bearing witness from within the Church to what I thought and felt was the truth. I had to trust that if I were wrong, God would make my error known to me and the Holy Spirit would protect those whom my error might endanger. If my decision were right, good consequences would flow from it in the lives of those to whom I ministered.
I have frequently preached to my gay family that we must be prepared to “embrace ourselves as exiles.” We must be prepared to accept our exiled state both within society and in the Church. We must grieve and gradually let go of the desire to “belong” to all the institutions of this world. We must deepen our spiritual roots and our realization that, in direct proportion to our exiled status in this world, we belong on a deeper and more cosmic level to a community bound together by God’s love and mercy. I knew that the decision to continue my public ministry would require me to learn to practice what I had been preaching on an even more profound level.
Finally it was clear to me what my decision must be. I wrote to my religious superior in 1985: “God has called me to a ministry of compassion to gay people and I cannot in conscience renounce that ministry.”
That refusal to obey the Vatican’s latest order brought with it a rather surprising grace of real peace and joy. I had struggled for nine years to discern whether my silence was following the will of God according to my vows as a Jesuit, or if it were instead cowardice and fear of the consequences of disobedience. I also was not certain that my decision to speak out and disobey my orders was not influenced by pure egoism and a desire to be in the limelight. But I hoped and prayed that God was calling me to speak out and accept the consequences of being separated from my religious family and from my legal right to exercise my priesthood. I believe this was my personal call to the “third degree of humility.”
I became convinced that gay people needed a spokesperson and defender in the Catholic Church who from personal experience could fearlessly speak the truth about gayness.
I brought my decision once more before God for a final dis-cernment during a retreat at Mount Saviour monastery near Elmira, New York. During prayer, I had the distinct impression that God was an-noyed with me for badgering Him/Her for further evidence. The answer I seemed to get from God was: “Leave me alone; I don’t care what you do. You choose and I will go with you down whichever path you choose!”
I remember praying excitedly: If that is so, God, I have no doubt what I would like to choose! Again, the answer I got was: “Go ahead, choose and I will go with you!” God is certainly full of surprises. I broke my silence with a press release in November 1986, and the final decree of dismissal from the Jesuits was issued in April 1987.
My decision has not been without costs. I was expelled from my religious order, which had been my home and family for forty years. I ended up in my old age without any pension or insurance. I was deprived of my right to exercise my priesthood: My reputation and character were publicly attacked by the Vatican (see appendix 2). At the same time, God’s grace made that experience one of peace and joy, rather than pain and desolation. I have experienced my life since that time as productive and joyfully free and full of a deep experience of God’s loving presence.
One year after my dismissal I returned for my annual retreat to Mount Saviour monastery. I anticipated a quiet retreat, untroubled by any need to discern, during which I would express my gratitude to God. To my surprise, I no sooner placed myself in the presence of God and began to pray when an unexpected question popped into my mind: Where will I be buried? This is typically an Irish question. For some reason, death and the last things have always been of primary concern to the Irish. I still remember that the greatest compliment the Irish priest of my childhood could pay was to wish you a large funeral. Every morning, I open my newspaper first to the obituary page, the Irish scratch sheet I like to call it. If I were still a member of the Jesuit order, I would be buried in the Jesuit graveyard of the New York Province at the Shrine of the North American Jesuit Martyrs in Auriesville. While still a member, I used to go there, estimate where I would be buried, lie down on the ground, and get the feel of it. I thought that there could be no better place and no better companions with whom to greet the resurrection.
It dawned on me as I prayed that I was not only expelled from the order, but from the order’s graveyard as well. Tears welled in my eyes as that realization dawned on me, and I began to mourn my separation from the Jesuits in a new and deeper way. I remember praying: Well, God, you really have no mercy on a gay man! Not only are we exiles in this world, we are exiles even in death! I believe I went through the deepest and most painful experience of mourning at that time. That evening, I called my family in Buffalo to see if there was any room for me in the family plot. There wasn’t. The next morning I visited the public grave-yard at the monastery. There was a delightful statue of Jesus as an ad-olescent bringing home the lost sheep. Jesus and the sheep both had big smiles on their faces. I decided then and there to ask permission from the Abbot to be buried there, but the Abbot informed me with sorrow that the cemetery was over-subscribed.
I thought about cremation, so I called my lover and companion of the last twenty-nine years, Charlie, and asked him, “If I were cremated and left you my ashes, what would you do with them?” Charlie told me he would put my ashes in the trunk of his car and when, surprised, I asked why, he said that if he ever got stuck on the ice he would ask me for one last favor. Charlie’s sense of humor was a good tonic for me. I returned once again to prayer and suddenly I envisioned my gravestone:
Here Lies a Gay Priest
Who Took a Chance on God!
John J. McNeill 1925-?
The image of that gravestone filled me with peace and joy. I could have the last word etched in stone, so to speak. I could preach my message from the grave. Then the question arose: Where could I put that stone? After another period of prayer, I realized that the perfect place would be the memorial garden at Kirkridge Retreat Center, where the ashes of those who died from AIDS can be scattered. I have given retreats for gays and lesbians at Kirkridge for eighteen years now, frequently twice a year. That made it the perfect spot for my “last word” to be spoken. The trustees at Kirkridge have agreed to my request.
God has left me no doubt that my decision was the right one. Shortly after my dismissal, now more than eight years ago, Walter Wink, the Biblical theologian, wrote me these prophetic words: “John, when the Vatican imprudently slammed the door on you, the gust of wind it set off blew open hundreds of doors. In the craftiness of God, I swear, your impact will be increased exponentially.” Two honors I have received in 1993 give an indication of how true Wink’s prediction was. The first was a Special Award given me by the Metropolitan Community Church at its sixteenth international congress in Phoenix, Arizona, in July 1993 honoring me for “bringing the message of the gospel to gay and lesbian people everywhere.”
The second was the Distinguished Contribution Award presented to me in November 1993 by the Eastern Region of The American Association of Pastoral Counselors, an interdenominational group of clergy who are also professional psychotherapists. The award reads:
Our region has been enriched by your healing presence and skillful practice of pastoral psychotherapy.
By your wisdom imparted as supervisor, author, and teacher of pastoral psychotherapy and spiritual direction,
By your prophetic message to us from gays and lesbians who have discovered their spiritual gifts and who call us to live justly and to worship the God of Love.
My spirit is filled with gratitude to God who led me through the Spirit into self-acceptance as a gay man and through a series of decisions that have made me available to joyfully carry on God’s ministry to my lesbian sisters and gay brothers. Thanks be to God!
In Part 2, I will deal with the three-stage process of coming out that I understand is necessary in order to create the authentic gay self. The Catholic Church agrees with the religious right on what constitutes a “moral” gay life: staying in the closet and repressing all desires for intimacy and sexual fulfillment. After twenty-five years of practicing psychotherapy with gay and lesbian clients, I am convinced that anyone who follows the Church program will end by destroying themselves in terms of both mental health and spiritual maturity. Just a few weeks prior to the notorious G. O. P. convention of August 1992 which was dominated by antigay speeches of the religious right, the Vatican issued a document addressed to all the bishops of the world entitled “Some Considerations Concerning the Catholic Response to Legislative Proposals on the Non-Discrimination of Homosexual Persons.”1 Since the political agenda outlined in this document is identical to that of the far right in the United States, I cannot believe that the timing was coincidental. It was embarrassing and painful for me and thousands of other gay Catholics to read a homophobic political statement cloaked in moralistic language issued by the highest authorities of our Church. The intention of that document was to advise the American bishops on how to oppose legislation supporting gay rights, on the grounds that any support would imply acceptance of the “immoral” gay life-style.
For those of us who are Catholic and gay, who love the Church and see it as our spiritual family, the Vatican document is profoundly cruel in that it lacks any pastoral understanding or compassion for the pain and suffering of gay people. This lack is particularly egregious in this time of the AIDS epidemic, when thousands of gay Catholics have a profound need for the loving, nonjudgmental pastoral support of their Church. On the contrary, in a very paranoid spirit, the Vatican document seems to suggest that any effort on the part of gay people to achieve their legitimate rights, or to create a social space where they can live healthy, happy, and holy lives, is an organized conspiracy to destroy family values. The document makes mean-spirited and hysterical accusations such as these: that gays are involved in an effort “to manipulate the Church by gaining the often well-intentioned support of her pastors with a view to changing civil statutes and laws,” and that “this [effort] is done in order to conform to these pressure groups’ concept that homosexuality is at least a completely harmless, if not an entirely good, thing.”2
The 1992 document claims to draw logical political conclusions that flow from a previous letter issued in October 1986 by Cardinal Ratzinger, head of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, entitled “Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church on the Pastoral Care of Homosexual Persons.”3 This 1986 letter provoked intense criticisms by both theologians and professional psychotherapists. Theological critics pointed out its unscholarly use of “proof texts” in Scripture. (Proof texts are texts lifted out of their context and whose meaning is distorted, in this case, to carry an anti-homosexual message.) They also criticized its highly debatable use of a biologically based understanding of human nature. Psychotherapists criticized its ignorance of the psychological nature of homosexuality and the developmental needs of homosexual persons. The Catholic gay community found it wanting because of its failure to recognize the need for the Church to enter into dialogue with gay and lesbian Catholics to be able to hear what the Holy Spirit is saying to the Church through their experience.
Gay and lesbian Catholics have been offering the Church this dialogue for the past twenty years through organizations such as Dignity, but the hierarchy has responded by refusing to allow Dignity chapters to use Church property for their meetings. Sometimes we gay Catholics feel like the child of whom the Bible speaks who asks Mother Church for bread but is handed a scorpion instead. The 1992 Vatican document does not acknowledge or respond to any of the critiques of the Ratzinger letter, much less disavow its most extreme statements. For example, Ratzinger’s letter claimed that, if homosexuals continue to demand “unthinkable” civil rights, then they have themselves to blame for the violence of gay-bashers. This statement has been interpreted in some quarters as encouraging violence against gay people. Similarly, Cardinal Ratzinger’s letter hinted that it is those who work for gay rights and those professionals who try to help gays to a life of healthy self-acceptance who are responsible for the AIDS epidemic. He stated, “Even when the practice of homosexuality may seriously threaten the lives and well-being of a large number of people, its advocates remained undeterred and refuse to consider the magnitude of the risks involved.”4
From my experience in pastoral ministry with thousands of Catholic gays, I know that Ratzinger’s claim is unjustified. In fact, the persons most likely to end up compul-sively acting out their sexual needs in an unsafe way and therefore exposing themselves to the HIV virus are precisely those Catholic gay men who have internalized the self-hatred that Catholic Church teaching imposes on them. They fre-quently are the ones who find it impossible to suppress and deny their sexual needs; at the same time, because of that internalized self-hatred, they cannot enter into a healthy, open, and committed intimacy with anyone. In a recent letter to the New York Times (September 2, 1992), Richard Isay, the chairman of the American Psychiatric Association Committee on gay, lesbian, and bisexual affairs, points out that the suppression of sexuality, whether by religion, the state, or therapists who make unsubstantiated claims to be able to change homosexuals to heterosexuals, does significant damage to the self-esteem of gay men and lesbians.5 It subverts their capacity to express their sexuality in mutually loving relationships. Hatred and rejection contribute to the high suicide rate of gay and lesbian youth, estimated by the Department of Health and Human Services task force in their 1989 report to be 30 percent of all youth suicides in the United States.6
The European regional office of the World Health Organization stated in 1991: “Unresolved personal attitudes and social conflicts… are themselves important contributions to individual health problems. People who hide their sexual orientation for fear of discrimination or alienation have less fulfilling lives, encounter stress and are placed in situations that are not conducive to safe sex practices.”7 Isay makes the point that a consensus is growing among mental health professionals that homophobia, the irrational fear and hatred of homosexuals, is a psychological abnormality that interferes with the judgment and reliability of those affected. The 1992 Vatican directive claims that discrimination against homosexuals is not unjust in areas such as employment, housing, adoption and foster care of children, and service in the military. For example, it makes an empirically unverified statement that “homosexual activity prevents one’s own fulfillment and happiness by acting contrary to the creative wisdom of God.”8 All empirical evidence of which I am aware points in exactly the opposite direction. The vast majority of those who attempt to live lives without any sexual intimacy, who internalize self-hatred of their gayness and stay in the closet, end up profoundly unhappy, are frequently suicidal, and usually run into very serious psychological problems that frequently lead to alcoholism, drug abuse, and mental breakdown.
On the other hand, those gays who learn to accept and love their gayness, undertake therapy to heal their own internalized homophobia, and come out of the closet at least to those whom they love have the best chance of living out healthy and happy lives. What is bad psychology has to be bad theology and vice versa. Lesbian and gay Catholics must, in conscience, refuse a life-style which requires staying in the closet and which will in all probability lead to serious mental health problems. The most profoundly disturbing part of the 1992 directive for me as a psychotherapist is item 14 of the “Applications”; this paragraph holds up self-hatred and staying in the closet as the best way to deal with a homosexual orientation:
An individual’s sexual orientation is generally not known to others unless he publicly identifies himself as having this orientation or unless some overt behavior manifests it. As a rule, the majority of homosexual persons who seek to lead chaste lives do not want or see no reason for their sexual orientation to become public knowledge. Hence the problem of discrimination in terms of employment, housing, etc., does not arise.9
Once again the Vatican has produced a statement that empirical evidence directly contradicts. Almost without exception, every gay and lesbian person I know would give anything to be able to live out of the closet. They remain in the closet only out of fear. But the Vatican statement does not acknowledge reality and, instead, holds up the most pathological adjustment to a homosexual orientation as both the ideal and the norm. Item 14 paraphrases a previous instruction from the Congregation of the Religious (the Congregation in charge of setting norms for candidates for the priesthood and religious life) advising Bishops and heads of religious orders to accept only those gay candidates for priesthood or the religious life whose gayness is “egodystonic,” a psychological term which implies a pathological self-hatred. They are directed to refuse any candidate whose homosexuality is “ego-syntonic,” that is, anyone who is a healthy and happy self-accepting homosexual. Instructions like these lead me to believe that Vatican officials, motivated by hubris, respond to criticism by saying, in effect, “Don’t bother us with the facts! This is true because we say it is true! There is no room in the Catholic Church teaching for any kind of dialogue or democratic process.” Praying over these documents as a gay Catholic theologian and therapist fully aware of the enormous destruction they will cause in the psychic life of young gay people, especially Catholics, and of the enormous amount of violence and political persecution of gay people in general they can and already have unleashed, I find myself in a profound dilemma. What kind of faith and trust can I place in a teaching authority that is clearly acting in an unloving, hateful, and destructive way? Certainly, the Church has the right to participate in dialogue with the rest of the human community in a search for the truth. There is no mandate from Jesus Christ, however, that gives the Church the right to create the truth by fiat. We look in vain for the humility that was once found in Church statements, such as this one from the 1966 Vatican Council:
Laymen should also know that it is gen-erally the function of their well-formed Christian conscience to see that the divine law is inscribed in the life of the earthly city. From priests they may look for spiritual life and nourishment. Let the layman not imagine, however, that his pastors are always such experts that to every problem which arises, however complicated, that they can readily give him a quick solution, or even that such is their mission. Rather, enlightened by Christian wisdom and giving close attention to the teaching authority of the Church, let the layman take on his own distinctive role.10
My only consolation at this time lies in three profound hopes. First, I pray that the very absurdity and hateful spirit of these documents will lead the Catholic lay person to refuse to receive them and to discern spiritually the contradiction between these documents and the spirit of Jesus as portrayed in the Gospels. Second, I hope that the Church will proceed soon to call together a third Vatican council which will change radically the way authority functions in the Catholic Church. The current structure that produces documents such as the 1992 directive is rapidly undermining credibility in the Catholic magisterium, while the world desperately needs the credible moral authority of the Church. This third Vatican council, among other tasks, should create new structure that will allow a democratic process in which what the Holy Spirit is revealing in the lives of people can be heard by an enlightened hierarchy. Meanwhile, I hope that my lesbian sisters and gay brothers will be able to draw on all the good things the Church has to offer them for their health and holiness in its sacramental life, while protecting themselves against the poisons of a pathologically homophobic religion.
The Vatican view then is that the ideal life-style for gays and lesbians is to stay in the closet and lead lives devoid of any intimacy or sexual fulfillment. In sharp contrast, many other theologians, combining psychological understanding of sexual development with a deep understanding of theology, advise gays and lesbians to come out of the closet, positively accept their gayness, and open themselves to the possibility of a loving and committed sexual relationship. The Catholic theologians Evelyn and James Whitehead, for example, have a remarkable chapter called “Passages in Homosexual Holiness” in their book Seasons of Strength: New Visions of Adult Christian Maturing.1 In this chapter the Whiteheads deal with what they see as the three necessary stages of coming out of the closet that gay people must undertake if they are to achieve any degree of homosexual health and holiness. The Whiteheads’ understanding stands in total contradiction to the message implicit in the Vatican documents previously cited. I make use here of the Whiteheads’ three-stage process to homosexual holiness to outline the program which, after twenty-five years of counseling and psychotherapy with lesbians and gays, I am convinced has the best chance to lead to health and to spiritual maturity.
The Whiteheads identify three passages in homosexual holiness: the passage into self-love, the passage into love of each other, and the passage into public witness to God’s love for us. The religious symbol of passage is derived from the Israelite experience of passage from slavery in Egypt through the desert to their new homeland in Israel.2 The central paradox of a passage is always both loss and gain; in a time of passage we become vulnerable to both personal loss and unexpected grace. Every passage begins in disorientation and the threat of loss. It matures into a second stage as we allow ourselves to fully experience and to name the loss. In the reluctant, gradual letting go of the old self and gingerly admitting in of the new self, we are losing ourselves and finding ourselves.
It is this middle part of a passage, this in-between time, that most of my clients experience as very frightening. How can we be sure that if we let go of the security of the closet there will be new selves that can survive outside the closet; especially since we constructed those closets because we thought our lives depended on it? I am reminded of the joke about the man hiking in the mountains who falls off a cliff. Fortunately he is able to catch hold of a branch which breaks his fall. Hanging there, he calls out, “Is there anyone up there?” A voice answers: “Yes, my son!” “Help me!” the man cries out. “All right, my son,” the voice says, “Let go of the branch and I’ll take care of you!” The man thinks for a while and then cries out, “Is there anyone else up there?” In the disorientation and darkness of a passage, we cannot see the other side, we cannot be sure, cannot control, where the journey leads. Staying in a closet is a way of trying to stay in control without needing to trust God.
John Fortunato in his gay spiritual classic Embracing the Exile: Healing Journeys of Gay Christians deals with the gay experience of passage under another biblical symbol, that of “Exile.”3 Using this symbol, Fortunato brings out the psychological and spiritual meaning of self-acceptance for gays. Fortunato identifies staying in the closet with the fundamental myth of our culture, the myth that happiness and fulfillment can be achieved by belonging in this world. We lesbians and gays are aware that our very existence as homosexually oriented persons makes us exiles in our heterosexist culture. If we come out of the closet we will most frequently have the painful and frightening experience of being exiles from family, friends, church, and culture. We will experience being outsiders who no longer belong.
Consequently, in Fortunato’s view, many gay people strive to hide their gay identity, even from themselves, in order to be accepted. The only healthy spiritual way to deal with our exile status is for gay people to go through a process of mourning, gradually letting go of our desire to belong to and be accepted by all the structures of the heterosexist world. At the same time we must deepen our experience of belonging in the spiritual world.
This mourning process, I believe, recapitulates the ancient spiritual practice of detachment. A complete mourning process has several stages. Elizabeth Kiibler-Ross has outlined five stages of mourning: denial, compromise, anger, depression, and finally acceptance.4 Many gays and lesbians fail to complete that process. As a result they can get stuck, for example, at the denial stage, trying to live out their lives as a false self, suppressing or denying their reality as a gay person. They can try the compromise stage, e.g., marrying and clandestinely engaging in gay sex, or acting straight during the business week and going to gay bars dressed in leather on the weekend. They can also get stuck at the stage of anger or depression, becoming full of bitterness and cynicism.
But if a gay or lesbian person completes that mourning process, he or she will have already completed the detachment process from this world that most people are challenged to achieve only as they approach death. This is one reason why so many gay men with AIDS have been able to deal with impending death with extraordinary peace and tranquility.
What gay people have to give up is attachment to rejection and the need for people (incapable or unwilling to do so) to affirm their wholeness and lovableness. If you give up denying, fighting and wallowing in depression, you stop being stuck in the mud. Off you go, down the road. You begin to see that freedom and a sense of belonging aren’t to be found in the myth at all. They never were. You begin to understand what Jesus meant when he said: “Mine is not a kingdom of this world” (John 18:36).5
This spirit of detachment has become especially important during this period of the AIDS crisis. By deepening their spiritual life gays can turn what they see as the curse of gayness, the curse of being in exile, into spiritual gold by realizing that in proportion as they are exiles in this world, they belong ever more deeply to the kingdom of God.
The First Passage
According to the Whiteheads the peculiar dynamic of any passage is to be found in the mourning process, a process of loss and discovery. “Psychologically, we grow by letting go parts of ourselves no longer necessary for our journey; we are purified of parts of ourselves that do not fit the future.”6 Most lesbian and gay people who undertake the passage of coming out of the closet find that, although it is a time of vulnerability and loss, it is also a time for potential grace. The most moving session of the many retreats at Kirkridge that Virginia Mollenkott and I have given for lesbian and gay Christians has been what we call the “fish-bowl” experience. At these meetings a self-selected group of gay people tell the story of their journey in coming out of the closet with its moments of terror and loss and also its moments of joy and fulfillment. Often it is only with hindsight that we begin to recognize the gracefulness and the presence of God in a time of passage. We experience the opportunity for extraordinary growth. We find unsuspected strengths; we are startled by our ability to risk and to trust. From that process we emerge not just different, but stronger. We find both new direction and new confidence in our life.
The Whiteheads’ first passage is the passage from the closet of ignorance or denial to the light of self-acceptance. They point out that the closet, as the starting point for the passage of coming out, is an image of a space that shares many features with a womb. It is a protective and dark space that serves as a hiding place. It is at once secure and confining. Just as an infant needs its nine months in the womb, so the average gay growing up in a homophobic, heterosexist culture needs the protection of the closet for a certain period of time. It serves as an important developmental haven which like the womb is meant eventually to be outgrown. The failure to do so can result in the stunting of psychological and spiritual growth. The process of venturing out of the secure confinement of the closet initiates a dangerous and exciting lifelong journey.
We begin the first passage when, after years of avoiding and denying the inner movements of affection and attraction to members of the same sex, we find ourselves inclined to let go of the charades we have been playing with ourselves and to befriend and accept our own sexual identities. We are invited to self-intimacy, to acknowledge and embrace the persons we are with the enduring affections, desires, and feelings which constitute our selves. It is important to realize that being gay is not just a question of performing certain kinds of sexual acts; even heterosexuals can perform those actions. It is, rather, a fundamental difference in our very essence and in our power to love!
How often I have worked as a therapist with gay or lesbian clients who have been in such terror of admitting their gayness that they come close to psychotic breakdown in the process of trying to maintain their denial. To listen to and to own the movements of affection in our own hearts places us in great jeopardy. In the midst of this passage, which is the only route to the maturing of our adult identity and vocation, we experience deep fear and doubt. Our homophobic culture and Church do all in their power to reinforce this self-denial that keeps gay people in the dark, even to themselves, by making the claim that if they do positively accept themselves and act out that acceptance they will not only experience a legitimate exile in this world, but they will be exiled as evil for all eternity in heaven. But once they make the breakthrough and are able to admit and love their gayness, the peace and joy my clients experience is overwhelming. And for the first time they have a clear understanding of who they are being called to be. They understand from their own experience what Irenaeus meant when he wrote: “The Glory of God are humans fully alive.”
How do we succeed in making that passage? Not through our own resources. Whether we recognize it or not, it is a gift of God’s! This first passage is a passage to self-love, and self-love is one of those actions that philosopher Maurice Blondel identified as “necessary and impossible” by human means alone.7 Consequently, if you find yourself truly loving and accepting yourself, you have grounds to be deeply grateful to God; the gift has been given.
Self-love and acceptance are not one-time gifts; we are constantly growing toward deeper self-love and self-acceptance. We learn to be intimate with ourselves, the first form of intimacy. Insofar as we are in the closet to ourselves we are not being intimate with ourselves. We are denying our reality; we are pretending to be something we aren’t; we are deliberately staying out of touch with our deepest feelings and emotions; we are not allowing ourselves to be authentic in any way. We can be thorough-going inauthentic human beings. As a result, there can be no self-intimacy. And, if there is no self-intimacy, there can be no in-timacy with others.
We need, therefore, to have whatever is preventing us from really accepting and loving ourselves removed: we need to be healed in that woundedness; we need to be empowered to really love ourselves. And that is grace! God invites us to acknowledge and embrace the persons we are.
I cannot emphasize enough the value of psychotherapy with a gay-positive therapist in this process. Many of us internalized our self-hatred in early childhood. The homophobic voice that speaks within us frequently speaks with the voice of our parents. (My superego speaks with an Irish accent which I can clearly recognize as the voice of Katie, my stepmother.) As we grow up we see ourselves in our parents’ eyes as in a mirror; whatever pleases them we incorporate positively into our psyche; whatever displeases them we incorporate negatively as something we hate about ourselves.
There is also what I call “the keeping mother and father good” syndrome; this syndrome leads us, whenever we come across some aspect of our parent that is not good, to try to keep the parent good by taking that badness into ourselves. As D. W. Winnicott puts it: “Every child knows that it would rather be a devil in a world ruled by a good God, than a saint in a world ruled by a devil!”8 The result of that syndrome is that we repress all anger directed toward our parents by turning it inward and directing it toward ourselves: “I must be really bad to make Mother so angry!” We emerge from that process with a low self-image that cripples us in our effort to accept and live out a gay life.
If our psychic traumas arise in the context of the interpersonal relationship we had with parenting figures, then the cure of those traumas can take place best in the interpersonal context of “reparenting” with a gay-positive therapist. Clients gradually replace their self-condemning voices taken in from parents with new and healthy interior voices which allow the clients to accept themselves as gay and live out that positive acceptance with gratitude to God.
Many of us have erroneous psychological ideas that can unnecessarily complicate our journey. Most important, many people, including even the Whiteheads, do not fully realize that being gay is not a matter of choice.9 Young people can’t say: “Well, I can go either way!” This is simply not true! In twenty-five years of working with lesbian and gay people I have come across only one instance of pseudo-homosexuality: a young man who entered into a homosexual relationship with an adult male in order to obtain affection, but whose true orientation was heterosexual. But I have dealt with hundreds of males who have lived out lives of pseudo-heterosexuality, frequently with disastrous consequences. Psychologically we have no more choice over being gay or straight than we have over the color of our eyes.
The first passage is interior in two different senses: it takes place within the individual, and it can take place without interpersonal expression. Coming out of this closet is a private experience. It simply consists of saying, “I am gay and I love my gayness.” Yet it can be a very difficult step. Interiorized self-hatred is the sin of gay people, and gay people must learn to see it that way. We are taught in a homophobic culture to interiorize our self-hatred; we need the demon of that self-hatred exorcised. We have to realize somehow or other that God loves us as we are, as gay men and lesbian women. And if we have that sense that God loves us, if that knowledge touches our hearts, we can begin to love ourselves. We can let go of all self-hatred and the desire to be something other than what we are. We can begin to genuinely love ourselves.
The Whiteheads say that those Christians who find themselves to be predominantly and enduringly homosexual must come to accept and love this most important part of themselves. It is necessary to do so. One has no choice. To stay in the closet is to despair that God can love you as you are. To refuse this passage, to turn back because of the terror of this transition is to fail in a fundamental way in your trust of God.10
The spiritual struggle, then, for most gays and lesbians is to achieve trust in God and in themselves. To achieve self-trust we must develop our capacity to hear what God is saying directly to us in our own experience. We must learn to trust the words of Scripture: “Yes, you love everything that exists, / and nothing that you have made disgusts you, / since, if you had hated something, you would not have made it” (Wis. 11:24).11
Once you begin to love yourself, you don’t let yourself take abuse or be pushed around anymore. And as soon as you do that, all hell is going to break loose. Both the Church and society will accept the self-hating gay. I have already mentioned a recent Vatican document which tells us that we should choose to stay in the closet. Cardinal O’Connor was once quoted in the New York Times as saying that he had nothing against homosexuality as long as its practitioners saw themselves as sinful. But the moment you say: “Look, I am good! And my sexual affections and my desire to reach out and express my homosexual feelings in a sexual gesture is good. It is a way of expressing genuine human love and a healthy human love toward another human being. There is nothing wrong with it,” you are in trouble.
But this trouble is good trouble. It’s healthy trouble. It’s the trouble that comes with growth and development. To deny the existence and the goodness of our gay affections, our desires, and our affective orientation necessarily undermines all our adult efforts to love, work, and create, and thus diminishes any positive contribution we can make in this world. I am reminded of the biblical parable about the man who buried his talents out of fear of the master (Matt. 25:14-30). Our contribution in helping this world to become one with the divine is to love. If the only way we can love is as gay persons and we, then, deny our gayness and, therefore, deny our feelings and refuse to give or receive love, we are denying God the means to enter into this world through us.
Religious maturity means nothing at all without self-awareness and self-intimacy. Without self-love we cannot fulfill the most important commandment: to love God, and one’s neighbor as oneself.
If you hate yourself, you will hate your neighbor. In fact, you may be tempted to succumb to The Boys in the Band syndrome, hating all your gay brothers and lesbian sisters and acting out that mutual hatred in very destructive ways.12 A gay community united by its hatred can become a diabolical force in the world. No evil can be greater than that of a closeted gay acting out his or her self-hatred toward those gays who are trying to live healthy lives out of the closet. Frequently I have the impression that this is the source of much of our problem with the Church hierarchy.
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