FROM THE PASTOR: May 30, 2010


You may recall that a while back, I was inspired by an article in “Commonweal” to write about the vital role which women play in our Church, both globally and locally.  Well, recently, another article from the same magazine caught my eye.  It ran in the 4/23/10 issue, under the title “Sins of Admission: Why Wouldn’t Gay Parents Pick a Catholic School?”  The article was prompted, of course, by the kerfuffle which took place in Boulder, CO in early March of this year, when the pastor of Sacred Heart Catholic School decided that a child should not be allowed to return next year because her parents were a lesbian couple.  


Predictably, reactions to the decision were sharply divided, even among Roman Catholics.  Some applauded it as authentic “upholding of Catholic truth” (the Archbishop of Denver supported the pastor).  Others viewed it as uncharitable, and saw it as unjustly “punishing” the child for her parents’ choices.  (The press was notified initially by members of the school faculty who were distressed by the decision.)  Patricia Weitzel-O’Neill, the outgoing superintendent of Catholic schools in the Archdiocese of Washington, voiced the question which many were asking in a piece posted on the Catholic News Service website on May 7: “Is it about the kids or the adults?”


But let me return to the “Commonweal” piece.  The author writes as an adoptive mom with a female partner.  Like the article which prompted my reflections on women, this piece was also published anonymously – no doubt for the sake of the author’s kids.  She began by saying: “To be honest, we never expected a welcome,” and goes on to describe how she and her partner visited their pastor to explain that they had two adopted sons.  They wondered if he would be okay with their coming to church as a family.  


Once he realized that they were not asking for public recognition of their “union,” he said that they were certainly welcome.  Then it was he who asked – to the parents’ surprise – if they would be sending their sons to the parish grade school.  They indicated that they “hadn’t figured that was a possibility.”  But learning now that it evidently was, their answer was clear: “Of course we’d want to send our kids there.”  The point of Anonymous’ article was to try to explain why.


She went on to recount her own life history.  A product of Catholic grade school herself, and a sometime daily commununicant, she majored in theology at Notre Dame University (winning the theology medal at graduation), and was an officer in their prolife group (she remains active in that cause).  After graduation, she volunteered for two years at the L’Arche community in Toronto, living and working with developmentally disabled people.  A fellowship enabled her to pursue further theology studies in Boston, where she focused on the work of Karl Rahner.  It was during those years of study that she realized and accepted fully that she “was, and always would be, a gay Catholic.”  


She was not (and is not) militant or public about this.  (Neither were the Boulder couple, until their pastor’s decision threw them into a storm of unlooked-for media attention…)  The “Commonweal Anonymous” is clear that she does “not take the teachings of the church and its two thousand years of accumulated wisdom lightly.”  She writes, rather, to express her gratitude that the Catholic school has been a “welcoming and nurturing place” for her two adoptive sons – both AIDS orphans from Africa.  She also states: “No one agrees more vehemently than I do that their own biological mothers and fathers would have been my sons’ best parents.”  


But to stick to the point – why do she and her partner want their kids to experience a Catholic education, mixed messages and prejudices notwithstanding?  In short, it is because of her own experience (and that of many others) with Catholic education.  She sees Catholic school as “a smaller, safer place where taunts were not allowed.  And [where she and her] friends got a fine liberal-arts education that included immersion in Catholic culture – art, music, history, and belief.  The policy [was and is] accept everyone, love everyone, make no apologies for your beliefs.”  In a word, she and her partner – and she suspects, the parents in Boulder – chose to send their kids to Catholic school because they believe in Catholic education.  


Toward the end of her article, she writes: “I want our sons to use their brains and their hearts.  I want our sons’ teachers to know that I hope they make no apologies for what they teach.  I want them to know they needn’t worry about being the first bearers of the bad news of the objective disorder of homosexuality; our new parish priest and large swaths of the culture have already beaten them to it, many times over.  I want our children to learn all sorts of things I do and don’t know, …I do and don’t believe.  I want our children… EDUCATED.”  


The 2006 USCCB document, “Ministry to Persons with a Homosexual Inclination,” urges Catholic pastoral caregivers to assist homosexual Catholics in coming to acceptance of the Church’s teachings about sexuality by training them in the virtues over time.  We are meanwhile exhorted to provide gay Catholics with the support of authentic friendship and Christian community.  The document also expresses confidence that gay people, given the proper support, can grow in holiness like other children of God.  If our U.S. bishops want that for gay Catholics themselves, should we want any less for their children?
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