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Catholic parents set hierarchy straight on gay children
By KRIS BERGGREN

If you’d seen the group arriving for a meeting one fine June evening, you might have guessed they were about to discuss how to grow dahlias or delphiniums or daffodils. Mostly graying, dressed in polo shirts and khakis or sundresses and sandals, they brought potluck dishes and slapped on nametags as they collected in a church hall on Lake Street in south Minneapolis -- but they weren’t swapping gardening tips. Instead, this grass-roots group of Catholic parents met to plot a collective response to recent Vatican statements reviling the most precious thing they’ve raised -- their beloved children who happen to be gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgendered (GLBT).

At a second meeting in July, the group took the name Catholic Rainbow Parents and issued the “Minnesota Catholic Parents’ Declaration,” which they intend to send to the Vatican as well as the of St. Paul and Minneapolis archdiocese. The statement is a polite but firm rejection of what one father called “the violence of the rhetoric” employed in recent papal proclamations on homosexuality and same-sex marriage. Two-dozen parents signed the statement and they hope more will join them in setting church leaders straight, so to speak, on how their families reflect Christian love.

“We are here to assume a parental role in affirming and supporting our children and their partners,” said Mary Lynn Murphy, president of the Catholic Pastoral Committee on Sexual Minorities and a convener of Catholic Rainbow Parents, and mother of a straight daughter and a gay son. “We as parents know our GLBT children intimately. We know their spiritual and moral goodness.”

“We are strong on family values,” said Sue McDonald, a member of St. Joan of Arc Parish in Minneapolis who signed the declaration along with her husband, Bob. “We believe everybody in our family should receive the same value, our two daughters and our transgendered son.”

The declaration asserts that homosexuality is a variation on the God-given gift of sexuality, to be expressed responsibly and lovingly as heterosexuality is. It debunks the myth that homosexuality is equivalent to pedophilia; urges support for committed same-sex relationships, whether civil or sacramental unions; and it calls upon the Vatican to recognize “the specter of internalized homophobia” at the root of its “aggressive posture” toward homosexuals.

The parents’ document reads in part: “We do not accept as truth the notion that same-sex marriage is, in the words of the late Pope John Paul II, part of ‘an ideology of evil,’ or that such unions, in the words of Pope Benedict XVI, are ‘fake’ or constitute a form of anarchy which ‘banalizes’ the human body. Nor do we support Benedict XVI’s contention that gay unions threaten children with abuse.” The document cites a 1986 letter of the Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith in which homosexual orientation is described as “objectively disordered” and homosexual persons as “intrinsically inclined toward evil.”

The signers decry such “spiritually abusive” language and say there is a “feeling of urgency” to respond to an increasingly rigid church hierarchy. Said Deb LeMay of Victoria, Minn., who has a straight son and a lesbian daughter, “We wouldn’t talk to our kids that way. We ask the church not do so.”

Most of the signers, like Deb and Bill LeMay, are lifelong Catholics involved in the life of the church, but angered and hurt by the institutional attitude toward their children. The LeMays are Eucharistic ministers and lectors at their parish, St. Victoria, and participate in small faith communities. Deb works in the development office at Holy Family Catholic High School in suburban Minneapolis, and was recently asked to facilitate training groups for “Protecting God’s Children,” the archdiocesan program to prevent child sexual abuse by church staff and volunteers. Partly because of their close church connections, coming out as a family has been a deliberate process for them during the five years their daughter has been out to them.

“What I’m learning in all of this is everything in life has goodness and love -- and shadow. Everything has both,” said Deb LeMay. “Do I see that in the Catholic church? Absolutely. Do I walk away because of that? No. I have to stay with it because it’s the church that’s been a part of us too.”

Other signers are closer to the edges of the church’s institutional life, though still connected through prayer communities and activism. For Darlene White of Edina, Minn., mother of two straight sons and a lesbian daughter with two children of her own, signing the declaration is a matter of justice that calls us to “invite the leaders to look at what they’re doing in light of social teaching on the dignity of every human being.” She added, “God’s love for each of us is abundant and generous and no one has the right to set limits on that which is without limits.

“Dissent is absolutely vital, especially dissent voiced in a loving, non-self-absorbed way. [To suppress dissent] can’t help but blot out the lovely diversity of wisdom that exists in the people of God, including the leaders,” she said. “When that happens the whole church is wounded.”

Kris Berggren writes from Minneapolis. She can be reached by e-mail at krisberggren@msn.com.
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