
 

 

A  BRIEFING  PAPER  FROM  THE  LGBT  CATHOLICS  WESTMINSTER  PASTORAL 

COUNCIL  IN  PREPARATION  FOR  THE  2015  SYNOD  OF  BISHOPS 
 

Introduction  
This paper represents the reflections of LGBT Catholics and heterosexual friends who gathered for a Pastoral Reflection 

Day (13 June 2015), as well as input from those unable to attend, to consider the Instrumentum Laboris for the 
Fourteenth Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops, taking place, 4–25 October 2015, on the theme, The 
vocation and mission of the family in the Church and in the contemporary world. These reflections refer particularly to 

those Working Document paragraphs dealing with lesbian and gay people (130/55 - 132/56 ). We also offer some specific 
requests which we hope Cardinal Vincent Nichols and Bishop Peter Doyle will consider bringing before the 2015 Synod in 

any interventions they are able to make. 
 

The context for LGBT Catholics, parents & families in England & Wales 
The Catholic Bishops of England & Wales have, historically, adopted a sensitively pragmatic approach to the question of 
homosexuality, from the time of the Wolfenden Report’s decriminalisation proposals in 1957, to more recent United 

Kingdom legislation on anti-discrimination, human rights, equality, civil partnerships, and same-sex marriage. In response 
to various Vatican documents since 1976, our Bishops have sought to interpret the Church’s teaching on human sexuality 

in ways which enable the inclusion rather than exclusion of the Church’s lesbian, gay, bisexual, and trans members 

(LGBT), as well as their parents and families. An Introduction to the Pastoral Care of Homosexual People (1979) and the 
late Cardinal Hume’s Note on the Teaching of the Catholic Church concerning Homosexual People (1997) are valued, 
internationally, as vital contributions to the Church’s commitment to pastoral care and provision. 
 

Current perceptions of the Church’s teachings on gender and sexuality 
We value the opportunity which the 2014 & 2015 Synods on Marriage and Family have given to all Catholics to discuss 

issues of sexuality and gender. Various opinion surveys have shown that there is often a gap between hierarchical 

statements on these matters and their reception by significant numbers of Catholic laity, priest, deacons, and religious.  
 

It often appears that a preoccupation with celibacy, not least when doctrinal formulations are formed by and large, by 
celibate men, spills over from its maintenance as an ordination discipline to something which should also be an expected 

commitment from the laity. Rather than it being seen as a vocation to which not everyone is either called or graced, 
celibacy is too easily demanded of LGBT people. It often seems that for some priests who are not comfortable in their 

own celibacy option, in the context of confession or spiritual direction, they seek to impose burdens of celibacy upon 

those who come before them, as if in revenge for what they have lost in their own lack of sexual relationships.  
 

If, as the biblical origins of the word suggest, sin is to ‘miss the point’, it is inappropriate to judge all same-sex 
relationships as contravening the demands of chastity in this respect. The Catechism of the Catholic Church is very clear 

in its definition of chastity: “… the successful integration of sexuality within the person, and thus the inner unity of a 
person in their bodily and spiritual being … the virtue of chastity therefore involves the integrity of the person and the 
integrality of the gift.” (CCC. 2337) Same-sex relationships are capable of responding to this vision, even if not all lesbian 

and gay people find themselves in such unions. Indeed, it must be recognised that a number of LGBT people also opt for 
a freely-chosen single or celibate lifestyle, and the Church’s pastoral care should be able to include this.  
 

The Church’s doctrinal statements on sexuality, sexual orientation, and gender often appear to be over-preoccupied with 

sexual expression and genital acts, rather than relationality. All human relationships, including same-sex relationships, 
should be seen in the context of love, mutuality, and justice.  Here, the 1979 Introduction to the Pastoral Care of 
Homosexual People (Human Relationships) is helpful:  
 

Human love is supportive, enriching and healing; it produces harmony, unity and fulfilment. The very revealing of true 
love to another person is a purifying and wholesome experience. A life without love is incomplete and disappointing … 
The love between people is very special, but its origins and its worth are to be found in God. God is the ultimate source 
of genuine love and when people experience love at the human level they are absorbing something of the divine love …  
All human love is a reflection of the love in God which is the life of the Trinity. It is this divine dimension which not only 
ennobles human love but also reveals something of God's love for us. Each person is made in "the image and likeness of 
God". The more we know and understand another person the more we should be able to recognise something of God in 
that other person. True personal relationships should develop this "seeing" of God in one another, and loving 
relationships within marriage or family or friendship should reveal this divine imprint more explicitly than casual 



acquaintance. Even within friendships or family there can be a differing degree of this revelation because human beings 
are different and they do not respond in exactly the same way to every other person ... 
Love between human beings is all part of being gathered up into this divine love and the search for union with another 
person is essentially a search for that total union with God to which every person is invited. All human loving is a seeking 
after the One who is most lovable. Our human loving is all part of longing for God and, in our human loving we are 
seeking out a point of contact between earth and heaven, between created and the Creator, between the many who are 
trying to love and the One who is total love. This search for a meeting point between the human and the divine is really a 
deep desire to lift the loved one up to the source of love, God. Or, looking at the loving relationship from a more human 
viewpoint, it is a longing for the completely loving God to enter and uplift humanity and this point of intersection of divine 
and human is the Incarnation and the sharing of the Incarnation with every person. It is only when the Church  presents 
this total meaning of interpersonal relationships that people can understand the special forms which these relationships 
can take and appreciate their appropriate expression. 
 

Many Catholics, including LGBT people and their parents, do not engage with teaching statements because, so often, the 

latter appear to be based on the establishment of artificially created arguments, falsely bolstered by texts from scripture 
or tradition, inaccurately taken out of context, and not responding to lived reality. Biblical ‘models’ for human 

relationships, when critically examined are found not to be so solid, and such ‘anchors’ no longer reliable in the light of 
biblical, anthropological, and sociological research. Many perspectives on marriage, family, and human relationships are 

based on a-historical, 19th century constructions of family values and male/female models of behaviour and relating, 

rather than the richness of the Church’s much earlier understandings, traditions and practices.  
 

For many heterosexual Catholics, their experience of the nuclear family sometimes seems more like a ‘nuclear bomb’. The 
romanticised preaching and content of marriage preparation, often appearing to be little more than ‘ticking boxes’ and 

promoting a ‘happily ever after’ marital life-style is now challenged by widespread pre-marital cohabitation and the life 
and death of such relationships. Such approaches ignore the problematic nature of intimate relationships: how people 

come together, how they are sustained, how they breakdown, and how they can be assisted to do this honestly and 

respectfully. People can find themselves ‘seduced’, into institutional relationships, almost as if under a ‘Class A drug’, so 
that conflicts and power-struggles become sources of guilt when decisions to terminate such relationships are reached. 

The false idealism of an idiosyncratic version of ‘the theology of the body’, often far removed from St. John Paul II’s 
authentic vision is not helpful, either as a viable framework for opposite-sex couples, and certainly not same-sex couples. 

The latter have a great need for support in sustaining their relationships, as recognised, albeit opaquely, in the 1979 
Pastoral Care document. Marriage Care, in its relationships-counselling programmes, has been helpful to many same-sex 

couples and lesbian, gay or trans individuals and this aspect of its work should be recognised positively. 
 

Magisterial Teaching on Homosexuality  
The Catholic Church’s teaching on homosexuality, as articulated in magisterial documents includes some important 
fundamental principles on which many people will agree even if their expression is necessarily time-limited as scientific 

and theological understanding develops regarding human sexuality and gender identity. However, many LGBT Catholics, 
their parents and families perceive the Church’s teaching to be primarily focussed on sexual activity rather than a positive 

appreciation of human relationality, from which physical expression flows, and the object of ethical judgements.   
 

The description of homosexual relations as “acts which lack an essential and indispensable finality … a serious depravity 
and even presented as the sad consequence of rejecting God … [and as] intrinsically disordered” (Persona Humana, CDF 
1975) has caused immense psychological, spiritual, and pastoral damage not only to homosexual persons, but also to 

their parents and families. The following claim from the Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church on the Pastoral Care 
of Homosexual Persons (CDF, 1986) concludes in a manifest untruth: “Although the particular inclination of the 
homosexual person is not a sin, it is a more or less strong tendency ordered toward an intrinsic moral evil; and thus the 
inclination itself must be seen as an objective disorder”. We urge the deletion of such expressions in the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church and future documents. 
 

The application of culturally and historically limited philosophical concepts to the sexual expression of human 

relationships , as in successive CDF documents,  is seriously wanting, taking little or no account of the development of 
doctrine and theological reflection concerning the concept of ‘natural law’. Even if it is argued that such magisterial 

teaching refers to a perceived lack of finality in sexual activity rather than sexual orientation itself, these arguments have 

been used, inappropriately, to condemn anti-discrimination and other protective legislation for homosexual and 
transgender persons. (Some Considerations Concerning the Response to Legislative Proposals on the Non-Discrimination of 

Homosexual Persons, CDF, 1992)  
 

The Catechism of the Catholic Church notes that ‘Homosexuality refers to relations between men or between women who 
experience an exclusive or predominant sexual attraction toward persons of the same sex. It has taken a great variety of 
forms through the centuries and in different cultures. Its psychological genesis remains largely unexplained.’  (2357) Also, 
‘The number of men and women who have deep-seated homosexual tendencies is not negligible …… They must be 
accepted with respect, compassion, and sensitivity. Every sign of unjust discrimination in their regard should be avoided.’  
(2358). Noting that homosexual persons are, like all Christians, called to chastity, the CCC defines chastity as ‘… the 
integration of sexuality within the person. (2395). It does not equate chastity with a vocation to celibacy. 
 

The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith’s 1986 Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church on the Pastoral Care of 
Homosexual Persons affirms: ‘The human person, made in the image and likeness of God, can hardly be adequately 



described by a reductionist reference to his or her sexual orientation. Every one living on the face of the earth has 
personal problems and difficulties, but challenges to growth, strengths, talents and gifts as well. Today, the Church 
provides a badly needed context for the care of the human person when she refuses to consider the person as a 
"heterosexual" or a "homosexual" and insists that every person has a fundamental identity: the creature of God, and by 
grace, his child and heir to eternal life.’  (16).  
 

In recent years a new vocabulary has emerged which paradoxically defines the person by their orientation, rather than 
who they are, existentially. Thus the use of ‘same sex attraction’, or ‘tendencies’ implying that these are behaviours that 

can be adjusted, altered, or worse, suppressed, have found currency in many official Church statements. We are 

particularly concerned at the way in which the term ‘gender ideology’ has been developed and used, both as an 
argument against engaging in dialogue with LGBT communities in any constructive way, as an excuse for avoiding 

targeted LGBT pastoral ministries, claiming that lesbian and gay people are intent on destroying family structures, values 
and gender differences. 
 

Opposing discrimination, the CDF document states: ‘It is deplorable that homosexual persons have been and are the 
object of violent malice in speech or in action. Such treatment deserves condemnation from the Church's pastors 
wherever it occurs. It reveals a kind of disregard for others which endangers the most fundamental principles of a 
healthy society. The intrinsic dignity of each person must always be respected in word, in action and in law.’ (10) 
 

Specific Situations 
Although the global HIV pandemic is no longer singularly affecting gay men, or men who have sex with men, it is 
surprising that the Working Documents for both the 2014 and 2015 Synods fail to recognise the impact of HIV/AIDS on 

families, women, and orphaned children. The mobilisation of the gay community as it responded to the early stages of 

the pandemic in the 1980’s provided helpful models of prevention, support and care for other communities now affected 
by HIV. Harsh laws against homosexuality in some countries continue to drive the epidemic underground and militate 

against responsible public health programmes to combat the further spread of HIV and other life-threatening viruses. 
 

It is a matter of regret that the 2015 Synod Working Document ignores the concerns of children living with same-sex 
parents, and the pastoral support which they and their parents deserve. Sadly, situations still arise where children are 

refused baptism, or entry to Catholic schools, reception of 1st Communion, or the Sacrament of Confirmation, due to the 

sexual orientation of their parents. Young people, themselves, becoming aware of their sexual orientation, gender 
variance, or inter-sex status, find themselves with little if any support, whether in parishes of church schools. While there 

are some examples of good practice which should be promoted, the incidence of homophobic or transphobic bullying in 
church schools is higher than in other schools. 
 

Because lesbian and gay people are the same as other people in many respects, they too may have children from 

previous heterosexual relationships; they may also experience the desire to have children, or to be able to nurture 

children through adoption or fostering arrangements. This is seen, not as an expectation or entitlement, but as a gift for 
themselves as a couple, for their extended family, and also contributing to the good of society. Although the primary 

focus of same-sex relationships may not be procreative, access to fertility treatment and assisted conception now make 
this possible. Such processes and commitments are not entered into lightly. For individuals and couples in such situations, 

as well as those who have children from previous relationships, their legal partnerships can ensure that both partners are 

considered as legal parents, thus providing stability in the best interests of the child.  
 

Such situations prompt consideration of pastoral responses characterised by mercy and compassion, rather than 
prejudiced judgment. In one situation where a lesbian couple were expecting twins, they suffered the heartbreak of 

losing them at twenty five weeks. The day after their loss, a hospital chaplain refused them Holy Communion because 
they were a same-sex couple. He had previously failed to come to baptise the infants, but fortunately a priest-friend 

stepped in to both baptise and later officiate at the children’s funeral. This dramatic example shows how damaging can 

be the contrast between official teaching and unofficial practice. As long as the power to control access to the sacraments 
on a personal interpretation or prejudiced whim exists, LGBT people and their children, and sometimes their parents, are 

left as second-class citizens. 
 

Although we recognise that same-sex marriage is not recognised by the Church, and that there are diverse views and 
positions about it within LGBT communities, we value the increasing recognition given by some Bishops in England & 

Wales, even if informally, to the social good and stability to which civil partnerships have contributed.  
 

The parents of LGBT people also have a particular call upon the Church’s pastoral ministry and this too has been ignored 

in the Synods’ concerns. The language of doctrinal statements such as ‘intrinsic moral evil’, ‘objective disorder’, even if 
only strictly speaking applying to the finality of genital acts, are too often directed at LGBT people themselves, so that 

parents can feel that the child they have conceived, nurtured, and loved is - in the Church’s eyes - some kind of 
aberration. Parents, without enlightened pastoral support, can feel even more pain than that experienced by their 

daughters and sons, who might well walk away from the Church as a result, or feel that the Church has deserted them. 
 

Pastoral care does not and should not happen without support for the care givers. Clergy and pastoral workers who offer 

such ministry need to be carefully recruited, trained, and ministered to themselves. Clergy who, in spite of owning their 
own sexuality in a mature and positive manner, are constrained if they are expected to constantly respond in a negative 

fashion to the pastoral challenges which come their way in their interaction with LGBT Catholics, parents and families. 



Without a ministry-to-priests-and-religious type support, enormous damage can be done, spiritually and psychologically 
both to them and to those to whom they minister.  
 

The stance of the Bishops of England & Wales that those being recruited to seminary training should not be automatically 

excluded on grounds of sexual orientation, but should be expected to commit to the obligations of celibacy as under 
current discipline are warmly welcomed. The linking of paedophilia to homosexuality must continue to be challenged 

since it is still used as an excuse to bar people from pursuing an otherwise properly discerned and assessed vocation. It is 
also used to avoid developing any positive LGBT pastoral ministry, other than in the form of a call to celibacy or 

reparative therapy. 
 

A number of people in LGBT Catholic communities regret that the Synods have not recognised the presence of trans and 

intersex persons within the Church. There is very little to be found either in publicly available, magisterial documents or in 
the work of Catholic moral theologians. We recognise that for many Catholics, priests and laity, this area provides a steep 

learning curve. Trans Catholics, particularly if they remain married to previous spouses and have children, will often 
require sensitive pastoral support, both during times of transition, as well as after. Too often, the Church’s response to 

their situation appears to be driven by a need for bureaucratic tidiness rather than an appreciation of the pain which can 

be experienced. The increasingly recognised phenomenon of ‘intersex’, especially the pastoral care of such children in 
Catholics schools and the support offered to their parents, again requires attention, not least because it is quite distinct 

from the experience of trans Catholics.  
 

Towards a Pastoral Vision of Ministry with and for LGBT Catholics, their Parents, and Families 
In line with accepted Catholic moral theology traditions and the 1979 Introduction to Pastoral Care guidelines for England 

& Wales, pastoral care does not consist simply in the rigid and automatic application of objective moral norms. It 

considers the individual in her or his actual situation, with all their strengths and weaknesses. The decision of conscience, 
determining what should be done and what avoided, can only be made after prudent consideration of the real situation 

as well as the moral norm. 
 

We therefore offer a rewording of the relevant paragraphs as they appeared in the Instrumentum Laboris in the hope 
that this might be considered in further deliberations during the 14th Ordinary Synod of Bishops in October 2015. 
 

Proposed Text  -  Pastoral Attention to Homosexual Persons, their Parents & Children  
(replacing current paragraphs 130,131,132 (55 & 56 ) 
 

Some families include homosexual members who, with their parents, families and children, have a right to informed 
pastoral care (The Code of Canon Law: Canons 208-231). As such, they ought to be received with respect and sensitivity. 
Every sign of discrimination in their regard should be avoided. The language used by the Church in describing its pastoral 
ministry in this area of human concern should reflect its principles of the precious dignity of the person and its 
commitment to social justice so that the gifts and qualities of homosexual people may be welcomed, valued, and 
respected  (Paragraphs 10 & 16, Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church on the Pastoral Care of Homosexual Persons, CDF, 

1986).  
 

When people living in same-sex unions request a child’s baptism, the child must be received with the same care, 
tenderness and concern which is given to other children. Furthermore, the Church responds to the needs of children who 
live with couples of the same sex, emphasizing that the needs and rights of the little ones must always be given priority. 
 

This Synod proposes that a structured discernment process be introduced, to involve homosexual people, including those 
living in long-term, stable relationships as well as those who are single or celibate, their children and parents, 
experienced pastoral ministers, and theologians, as well as relevant dicasteries of the Holy See. Such a process, reflecting 
upon examples of positive pastoral experience and ongoing theological, anthropological and scientific study, should be 
conducted at both global and local levels of the Church for a period of three to five years. 
 

The question of homosexuality leads to a serious reflection on how to elaborate realistic paths of affective growth and 
human and evangelical maturity integrating the sexual dimension: it appears therefore as an important educative 
challenge at all levels of the Church (Catechism of the Catholic Church, Paragraphs 2357-2358, 2395). It has to be noted that 
there are cases in which mutual aid constitutes a precious support in the life of same-sex partners. Arising from the 
experience of positive pastoral ministries with and for homosexual Catholics, their parents, and families, this Synod 
encourages the whole Church to renew its theological reflections on human sexuality and gender identity, working 
towards the right integration of ortho-praxis and ortho-doxy .   
 

At a global level, people with variant sexual orientation or gender identity are unjustly criminalised, tortured, subjected to 
death penalties, and those offering pastoral and practical care in such circumstances are also often penalised. This Synod 
of Bishops unequivocally condemns such injustices perpetrated on people and firmly opposes such patterns of 
criminalisation. It urges governments and civil society to respect the human rights of each person regardless of their 
sexual orientation or gender identity and encourages legislative development without penalisation of those countries 
which have not yet attained such positions. 

 

The Reception of Church Teaching 
Blessed John Henry Newman, in his work on consulting the laity and the development of doctrine, noted that the Church 

must be ‘listening for the echo.’  It is clear, that the Church’s teachings on human sexuality, coming as they do within 



third levels of doctrinal formulae, require appropriate recognition from all Catholics. Nevertheless, they also require that 
the ‘echo’ be heard within the whole People of God and as such, following the discernment by informed consciences, may 

be subject to reasoned dissent. The 2nd Vatican Council and the Code of Canon Law make it clear that the whole Church 
has responsibilities and rights to participate in developing doctrine through tradition, reason and experience - the sensus 
fidelium.  
 

In the area of Church teachings on human sexuality and sexual orientation, those most experienced have generally been 
excluded from such processes. This has had damaging effects on the Church’s life, as people have been infantilised, even 

though they have recognised that change and development has taken place in different historical aspects of Church 

teachings, such as slavery, usury, the two-fold ends of marriage as procreative and unitive. 
 

Conclusions 
We are encouraged by the informed dialogues which have been taking place throughout the Church since the 2014 

Synod.  Pope Francis and the Synod reflections and debates urge us to develop a framework of personal sexual ethics 

which responds not simply to the realm of abstractions, ideas, or unattainable ideals.  For this reason we urge that 
those who have integrated their sexual orientation and their faith should be invited to give their testimony to the Synod, 

along with those parents who have held fast to the truth that their daughters and sons are always their children. 
Contemporary theological reflections about how the Church undertakes its work of evangelisation, not least to those 

who are alienated or marginalised from ecclesial communities and society, indicate that the principle of justice should 

be included in our considerations. Our pastoral challenge is to explore the sexual ethics of doing no unjust harm, free 
consent, mutuality, equality, commitment, fruitfulness, and social justice, in ways that make for total human flourishing. 

A renewed understanding of personal sexual ethics can therefore be embraced by all the people of God, heterosexual 
and homosexual alike. Such engagement might then promote the underlying truths of our understanding of marriage 

and family which include everyone, in ways that help rather than hinder various forms of family life. We might then see 
that same-sex relationships can build up, rather than break down Catholic family life. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 


