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Carissimo,

Wha aprivilegeit isto be given the chance to write to you! So much so that |
would like to savour theword GrouCGfor alittle bit and ask you to condder what a
novdty it is, how open-ended aform of address.

How often have you ever been addressed by theword GrouGin a Catholic
pubiication?! don® mean theword GouOin theweak sense as when
advertisements ask QHave you conddered a vocation to be a priest or sister?0
Because those advertisements don®really mean QouO They really mean
Gomeonewhoiis like you in every way, but hgppensnotto begay, or at least is
goodat hiding itQ Normally whenever there is a discussion aboutmatters gay in
Catholic publications, the style very quickly becomes stiff, and a mysterious
QheyOappears. This @QheyOseems to inhabit another planet from the oneyou
inhabit. Whoever is talking aboutQheyOis, in fact, on another planet, onewhere
astrangelack of oxygen makes it impossible to use the pronounsQQ GouQ
QveQ If someonedoes start to use those pronouns you quickly sense that the
only thing that gives them the freedom to do so is tha they are heterosexud, and
are honest enoughto say tha they don®really undestand what it@ all about

You may havetried to talk informally about beng a gay Catholic to a priest, or
even a Bishop,whomyour gaydar has picked up as likely to be GamilyQ and you
will have noticed how, with all ther desire to befriendly, a hidden check comes
into thar voice. A kind of internd restraining order meanstha when they say
QrouQyou can pick up tha the OOtha is spesking has moved into a modeof
masking, has become somehow official, and the GrouOwho is being spoken to is
not being breathed into being, but somehow designaed as Go be handled with
extreme cautionOThere is a utOhovaing in the backgroundof the voice which
spesks as loudas anything they say, because the (®butOsays Gyou, but not as you
areQ



So here you are, reading a Catholic publication, part of tha hugeand fantastic
worldwide communication network which is oneof thejoysof being a Catholic,
and somehow something new is beng allowed to hgppen. For you, a Catholic
who happensto be gay (whatever tha means), are being addressed as GrouCby a
Catholic whois able to say O am a Catholic who happensto be gay, whatever
that meansQ 7 am being allowed to talk to you, who are aware of having the
beginningsof alife-story in which being gay plays a part. And | am beng offered
the chance to speak to you notin an official capecity butas a brother, a brother
with something of alife story which indudes being an openly gay man. | am
being given the chance of addressing you from the same level asyou are, as one
who doesn®know better than you about who you are, and doesn®even know
very much aboutwho | am. Yet anovdty has occurred. It has become possible
in amaingream Catholic publication for the word GrouCto be pronouned in an
open ended way, onewhich | hopewill resonae creatively in your beng, by an
QOwhos tonehas been inflected and stretched throughliving as an openly gay
man within the Catholic Church.

Like all cowards, when | was faced with the privilege of taking part in this
communication my first reaction was to run away. For aprivilegeisa
responsbility. And there is something particularly awesome aboutthis privilege,
since thereis only Onewho can address you as Or ouOin such away asto call
your QQinto being without displacing you or bullying you. And that is Our Lord
himself. And hewon tha ability by going throughdeath so as to be able to speak
you and me into being and give us both an QOnot run by desth and its fear. There
is nothing cheap aboutbeing able to talk to another as Qoulin such away that it
callsinto bang.

When theteaching officials of our Church remember themselves BDwhich is
usudly when they are onthe defensve Bthey point outtha wha they call the
OnagisteriumOcan never be a subditute for conssience, but can only be a voice
alonggdeyour own, at the same level as your own, as subject to the breath of Our
Lord as yourown. A voice prompting you, counglling you, helping you to form
your congience, and never onedrowning you out so tha you take onits voice
ingead of going throughthe hard work of allowing yourself to be given your
own.

They are quiteright in this. And | have norightto beany less careful than the
magisterium is when talking to you. Y ou see, the difference between my attempt
to address you as GrouCand tha of the priest or the Bishopwith the &heckQ the
glowering utQ in the back of his voice, is notthat heis ahypoaite and | am



not, tha heis condrained, and | am not. No, | am just as much a hypoaite as he,
and | am jus as condrained. There is a(utOin the back of my voice too, though
it is notapplied to you. However, it would be dishonest if | were to pretend that
loving the Church as a gay man had notleft some wear in the back of my voice.
Therealities which cause the priest or Bishopto talk to youin atense and
unndural way are the same realities as force me to think longand hard abouthow
| am to talk to you. And | dread to think how inadequae you would find me if
you could talk to me face to face rather than encounter me through this mask
which | am spinning with words, wordswhich | can correct, and edit, and change
before they reach you.

If there is adifference between the toneof voice with which | am speaking to you
and the oneyou are accusomed to hearing, it islargey oneof accident, or grace,
depending on how you interpret it. Andyes, you will have to interpret it, you will
have to decide whether | who am addressing you as GrouGam able to do so only
because of some slip-up, some crack in the system, or whether there is something
of the Shephed in this unauthorised voice which is speaking to you, something
of the Shephed, whose voice you know, and of which you are not afraid. | can
lay no clam to beng a channd of tha voice myself. Noneof uscan. We can
hopeto beused, or to bein preparation for beng used. However only those who
each of usaddresses can perceilve whoit is, wha mixture of voicesit is, tha
comes singing throughour airwaves.

If there is adifference, then let me confess, it comes from an act of stubbonness,
of defiance on my part. A refusal to bdieve something. That is the utOin the
back of my voice. CEB ut the God whois revealed to usin Jesus could not
possibly treat tha small portion of humanity which is gay and lesbian to a
doubk-bindin theway the Church has come to do. Could not possibly say O
loveyou, butonly if you become something elseQ or Q.ove your neghbour, but
in your case, notas yourself, butas if youwere someoneelseQ or Of ourloveis
too dangaousand destructive, find something else to do@ And for a Catholic,
an act of stubbonness or defiance doesn®seem an awfully goodplace to start. It
soundssatanic. Unless of course this refusal to bdieve something is empowered
by such a strong sense of someond3 goodnes tha you know tha you would be
serioudy offending them if you were to bdieve them capable of acting in the way
tha isimputed to them.

Youcan imagine, as| can, awife refusngto beieve in the guilt which aduly
appointed court, and a jury of his peers, imputes to her husand concerning some
finandal dishonesty. All the evidence seems to pointin the same direction, but
still thewife stubbomnly and defiantly refuses to bdieve tha her husband could



have donethis thing, even when he himself sometimes wavers in his own
defence, maybe so asto let her off the strain of having to suppot him. In some
stories this affair will end with new evidence, or a shift in circumstance,
completely exonaating the husdand, and thewife will be shown to have been
rightin refusing to allow her faith in her husband®@ goodneas to be contaminated
by public calumny. In other stories, there will be no hgppy resolution,and a
generation of bysgandeas will consder thewife to be a pathetic figure, unhinged
fromreality, so degp in denial asto beunable to accept tha her hudvbandwas a
crook.

Well, | don®want to pull thewool over your eyes! | am tha stubbon and defiant
wife, and the story hasn®ended yet. Neither do | know, nor do you know,
whether my refusal to believe tha God could possibly treat gay and lesbian
peoplein theway tha thevillage elders and thelocal court say hedoes, isa
refusal bom of faith in alove which will turn outto betrue, oris simply asign of
my ddusond flightinto unreality. Those who speak to you with a check in thar
voice know pefectly well tha it is oneor the other, and they are taking your
safety serioudy, notwishing to embark you on such arisky joumey.

No, | don®want to pull thewool over your eyes. For to invite you into the place
of that defiant wife, and therefore the place of vulnerability and uncertainty untl
thestory is broughtto an end, is not something | do easily. It is afrightening
place. For | cannotoffer you aresolution. | do notknow whether it isn®an act of
arrogance on my part which says Ot is better to dare to go throughthe place of
being afraid that being gay may simply bealie, aform of self-deception leading
nowhere, trusting tha the Spirit of God will dissipate thefear, revea thefear asa
mirage, enable me to grow childlike as | face down thefear; better tha, than to
cling to the opinionthat thefear is for our safety, protecting usfrom an abyss of
meaninglessness, and so allow ourselves to be guided by the prudent hoQof our
Church traditionO

You see, | don®despise the prudent hoCany longe. | used to. | used to hate the
cowardice, thetwo-facedness and thelies. But nowthat | realise the cos of
stepping out of that, | also realise how careful | must be when addressing you.
For which of uscan tell whether some petulant desire for heroism might not be
pulling our strings rather than the breath of the Lord saying uc in altum! OP
(Put outinto the deep!O(Luke 5,4)? There where the prudent think there are no
fish to be caught no humansworth loving with equdity of heart, only a swirling
of messy and unrescuable desires. The cog of stepping out of the protective
o!Q of bdieving tha someonemight be addressing me as Or ouOwithoutthat
dreaded butQ is finding myself naked before the Spirit and more vulnerable than



ever to my own self-deception. And the only resolutionwill be when the catch
beginsto come in, and tha may notbein my lifetime, or in yours.

No, | don®want to pretend that being an openly gay Catholic is something easy
or obvious It isn@ For a start, merely thefact of your wanting to read a letter
like this at al is asign of how many obdacles you must have overcome already.
Y oumay have faced hared and discrimination in your own county, from family
members, at school, at the handsof legislators eager for cheap votes, through
shrieking newspaper headlines tha sear your soul, and in the glare of which you
are speechless in your own defence. And you®e probably noticed that at the very
best, the Church which callsitself, andis, your Holy Mother has kept silent about
the hared and thefear. While all too often its spokesmen will have lowered
themselves to thelevel of secondrate politicians, lending voice to hate while
claiming tha they are standing up for love. Thevery fact tha, through andin the
midg of, and despite, all these haeful voices, you should have heard the voice of
the Shephad calling youinto being of hisflock is already a miracle far greater
than you know, preparing you for awork more subte and ddicate than those
voices could conceive.

Youwill sharein al the contempt which the moden world has for the Catholic
Church by virtue of holding firm to thefaith you have been given Byou will be
congdered as having little of worth to offer. And by virtue of being a Catholic
you will always be onthe brink of being consdered something of a traitor to
whaever project your contemporaries seek to build. No surprise there: tha goes
with theturf. However you will face something in addition, for you will be
consdered something of atraitor within the Church as well. ONot quite oneof
usQ And certainly not someonewho can publicly represent the Church, bea
visible pat of the signwhich leadsto salvation. And how could it be otherwise?
For if being gay is adefect in creation, as is hdd, then the only sign of grace
attaching to being gay would betheremova of beng gay from wha makes you
orl to be

Do not be surprised, then, tha they will beconsdered loyd and trusworthy who
pursue every conceivable psychological false lead with aview to finding
scientific backing for the claim tha bang gay is a pathology. They will receive
approvd as Gasign of contradictionQ of notyielding to the spirit of the age.
While you will be consdered a bad Catholic, if a Catholic at al. For, longafter
theevangdica groupswhich gave birth to Qeparative therapyOand the Gex-gayO
movement have moved on, and thar leaders apologised for leading people astray,
such ideas will find Catholic backers and suppoters, since they flatter current
Church teaching. But don®be afraid of those ideas, and don®hate their



propagaors. They are our brothers. Thevery fact tha these brothers undestand
that if the Church@teachingis trueit must have some basis in the discoverable
realm of naure meanstha ultimately it is the evidence of what istruein that
realm which will set usfree. It will be bigger than wha either you, or I, or they,
can guess rightnow and it will set usall free.

But wha of the long GneanwhileC? For you, called by your name, just as for me,
who am learning to receive an QQ being Catholic implies a vocation to some sort
of ministry, some sort of creative acting out, some sort of public imitation of the
life and death of Our Lord. So | don®want to pretend: you will find yourself
developing aministry, as | find myself developing one withoutany public
backing from Church authorty. It will beasif you did notexist. Youwill have to
learn to live in the silence of beng nather approved of, nor even disapproved of.
Youwill fall outof thegaze of men, andif you are anything like me, desperate
for an approving glance, you will experience this as a form of dying. For each of
usis given to bewho we are throughthe gaze of others, and we respondto that
gaze, dlowingit to give uswho we are to be, and we behave accordingly. So, to
drop throughthefloor into a space where there is no gaze, no approvd, noteven
any disapprovd, is aterrifying and risky business.

For of course, | may have dropped throughthefloorinto the space where there is
no gaze because | have become hermetic in my own pride and self-deception. In
which case | will never find a gaze, butwill dance to the rhythm of that
deception, thinking myself very holy and specia until death comes. Or, if | am
being led by the Spirit of God, the place where there is no gaze may tumn into the
space where | am foundin theregard of God. And thiswill be experienced by me
as aada)) a nothing, all around,and only others may perceive that there is an
QObeing called into being by Onewhose eyes | cannotsee, butwho can see me,
a breath | cannotfeel, and yet uponwhich | am being hdd. And of course, others
will not necessarily undestand wha they see coming into being any more than |
will.

Wha mightyou be embarking on?Let me give you an andogy. | don®know
whether you are old enoughto remember the Cold War? Or indeed whether the
Cold War had enoughof an incdence in your part of the world to have made
much of an impression on you as you grew up. One of the spin-offs of the Cold
War was a literary and cinematic genre of spy stories, tales of intrigueand
undegroundlife waged (in the worst cases) by goodies agang baddies andin
somewhd rarer, better, cases by morally ambiguouspeople on both sides of the
NATO/Eastern Bloc divide



Try to imagineyourself an agent for oneor the other side bfrom my perspective
it is easiest to imagine myself as a western agent buned desp in communist lands
Now imaginetha longago you received your indructionsfrom the head of the
agency which isto GunOyou, and were given appointed thandlersOfor your
mission. So, confident tha you were being backed up by them, you plungel into
yourwork, starting to build up community, small signsof thekingdomyou serve,
deep in enemy territory. Then imaginetha something weird happens thereis
something of a coupwithin the agency tha sent you out, a policy shift, and all the
people who had GhandledOyou, knew you, and prepared you, are quietly retired.
So youfind yourself with no direct lineto anyoneback at theagency. Youare
deep undeground, and you are suddenly withoutcover, withoutback up, without
resources, withouteven recognition. So much so tha the new agents sent out by
the agency don®even know of your existence, and would probably heartily
disapprove since if you are who you say you are, then you are pat of an older
and currently discredited approach to the Genemy territoryQOin which you have
longgoneundeground.

And of course, there are people in the agency who might know aboutyou, but
they can nolonge afford to say so. For to be seen to have contact with you
would putinto jeopady their own standing in the agency. In short, you find
yourself having become a non-person. Moesn®exist on our books MadamOis
the answer given to any enquiry at HQ made by someonefoolish enoughto have
claimed to have known you. Plaugble deniability is thelubricating oil by which
the agency works.,

What are youto do?Youare still loydly at work, loving the project for which
you were origindly sent out But communicationshave become serioudy patchy.
Y ou can hear onthe Radio the official pronounements of the agency. Y ou can
read between the lines the @eal Omeaning of what is being said, butyou do not
exist, you have no line of communication back to HQ, you are ano one So, do
you allow your ange and resentment at your treatment by the agency to cause
you to give up working on the project for which you were origindly called and
trained? Or do you so love the project that you are prepared to love the agency
which now haes you, confident tha eventually, thingswill work out? Loving the
agency when it loves youis easy enough,but loving it even through thetime
when it disownsyou?Now there is thefinge of God!

Thisiswhere | would urgeyou, as | urge myself, often with a fainting spirit, to
see the privilege of wha we have. Y es, there is a communication black-out with
an HQ which can only talk abouta QheyOand never address GrouQyes, they
either don®know of our existence, or need plausible deniability for ther own



sakes, but meanwhile here, degp in enemy territory we can carry on building not
jugst awee little corner of something defendve, butthe Catholic Church itself B
thefull thing, thewhole whack. And curiously, with less interference from
busybodies than would be the case if thelines of communication were up. So, do
we dare to have our love stretched by building without approvd, as we wait
longingly for the day when some Berlin Wall comes down, and communicationis
restored? Can you take responsbility for that? Can you persevere?

OEsto va paralargoE 'O his is going to be along haul! OPthat was the sage
advice to me of oneof my formators, oneof my handlers, whoin addition to
bengagay manisan historian. He was telling me, as | am telling you, tha the
process of adjusment to truth in this sphee is going to take along,longtime.
Andit will only happen if people like you and me are prepared to love the project
and not mind theturmolil in the agency, if we are generousin giving the handlers
time to summon up the bravery to seek usout and talk to usas co-workers. One
of thethingstha will keep usgoingis tha we can keep returning to those weird
cold-war meeting places, the drop-boxes of spy communication, where very
quietly, from beneath ancient texts and through bread and wine, our origind
formator and our first handler, the Onewhofirst enlivened the project for us will
whisper courage and strength and perseverance into us, while the current agency
boysrun distraction, creating senseless noise, butfail findly to quench the
andent code

Who knows, my friend, whether this oppotunity for communication will be
repeated? Who knows whether thisisjug ablip in the ether, whether the blockers
of the Catholic radio waves will manageto prevent further open exchange
between a Catholic O0and a Catholic ouCboth of whomhappen to be gay? Or
whether there is not some thaw in the ecclesiastical permafros, and talk will get
much, much easier? Oneway or another, let me tell youwha | have discovered
In my years undeground in enemy territory: you are notalong and His promises
aretrue

With a big hug
fromyour brother,
James
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