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Until recently, issues at the intersection of homosexuality
and religion have been primarily – if not exclusively –
examined from the standpoint of the religious right. More

voices need to be included during these debates in order for peo-
ple to be fully informed. When high-placed administrators in the
Catholic Church made empirically falsifiable statements regarding
the ordination of gay men and of same-sex adoptions, many of us
in the USF community thought that it was time to examine the
gay Catholic experience. The USF LGBTQ Caucus and the Lane
Center decided to join together to create a series of events dis-
cerning the role of gay and lesbian Catholics in church and society.
Eventually this series evolved into a broader discussion about
Christianity and sexuality, including the topics of women and
divorced persons in the Catholic Church and issues of sexuality in
African-American communities.

For our first event on February 12, 2006, we
partnered with Most Holy Redeemer Church in
the Castro. Almost 300 people came on an
unusually warm and sunlit Sunday afternoon to
listen to Fr. James Alison address the question:
“Is It Ethical to Be Catholic?” James was puzzled
by our question and I am sure others were, too.
He began his talk: 

The question you have asked me to address is,
to my mind, a somewhat surprising one, one
which has had me scratching my head. You see,
it would never have crossed my mind to wonder
whether it is ethical to be Catholic, and I’m not
at all sure that I understand where the question
is coming from. I guess that the reason for my
bafflement is that I’ve never met anyone who
became a Catholic for ethical reasons.
Alison went on to provide a very thoughtful

and entertaining discussion of the pain and joy
of being gay and Catholic, focusing on the
importance of grace and faith. (All the talks men-
tioned in this article are posted on the Lane
Center website, www.usfca.edu/lanecenter.)

I would like to answer Fr. Alison’s initial question from the
standpoint of a gay individual. Why ask if it is ethical to be
Catholic? For a while, one could read negative statements made
by religious leaders about homosexuality every day in the newspa-
per. What does a gay Catholic do when Catholic Church officials
are actively discriminating against them? Of course, gay Catholics
can — and often do — leave the Roman Catholic Church to join
other religious institutions. Others, both gay and straight individ-
uals, simply ignore statements by Church officials.

But is it really that simple? It may not be easy to be passive when
Church officials are not only telling you to refrain from an activity
(e.g., premarital sex), but are also saying that — as a human per-
son — you are fundamentally “disordered.” Is it ethical to ignore
what these officials are saying? Is it ethical to pretend that it does
not matter?

James Alison is the voice of the practicing gay Catholic who does
not want to leave the Church — and so we asked him. Many of
the audience members told us that they found Fr. Alison’s response
very comforting. We also asked Vincent Pizzuto, Ph.D., a USF fac-
ulty and LGBTQ Caucus Board member, and Julie Henderson, USF
student and Queer Alliance member, to respond to Fr. Alison. Their
presentations gave voice to those who believe that Fr. Alison is too
positive and optimistic about the gay Catholic experience. The

combination of voices made for an inspiring and
thought-provoking afternoon.

For our second event on March 26, we part-
nered with St. Agnes Church in the Haight-
Ashbury district to present the forum: “Alienated
Catholics: Establishing the Groundwork for
Dialogue.” The event examined the experiences
of Catholics who, though deeply committed to
their faith tradition, feel an ongoing sense of
alienation from the Church leadership and the
larger community — as women, as gay persons,
and as divorced persons. Almost 100 people lis-
tened to three presentations addressing marginal-
ization.

Catherine (Kitty) Murphy, Ph.D., a professor in
the Department of Religious Studies at Santa
Clara University, laid out the conflict she sees
between women’s experiences in the world and
those in the Catholic Church:
At the same time that more and more women
were working outside the home and profession-
alizing their work within the Church, at the
same time in other words that women’s options
in at least this country were expanding by

necessity and by choice, at the same time that the Church
hierarchy itself was expanding the ministerial roles available
to women in the 1983 revised Code of Canon Law, the Pope
was promoting the notion that virginity and motherhood were
the two roles through which women could be fulfilled, and the
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith was asserting that
women could never be ordained as priests—that this matter
could not even be discussed.
We also invited Vincent Pizzuto, Ph.D., back from our first
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forum to continue his discussion of the gay Catholic experience.
He drew a sharp distinction between the Christian tradition and
interpretations of that tradition:

Thus, despite coming up against Magisterial teachings to
the contrary, the alienation which homosexual Catholics expe-
rience is not rooted in that which they believe to be intrinsic to
Christian tradition itself, but rather, is associated with an
erroneous interpretation of tradition imposed by the teaching
authorities of the Church. To put it plainly, we simply disagree
with the Church’s interpretation of Scripture and Tradition
which we otherwise experience as affirming. I suspect that
many of us are able to finally endure this dichotomy because
we are convinced that at its very roots Christianity is most
essentially relational and thus ultimately rejects nothing
which bears the fruit of loving relationship.
Finally, Cameron Ayers, S.J., pastor of St. Agnes Church, broad-

ened the discussion by focusing on the experiences of divorced
Catholics who, feeling crestfallen, have fallen away. He asked those
who felt alienated, “Do you want to be re-integrated into the fami-
ly?,” and concluded by reminding all that there are places, like St.
Agnes Church, where all Catholics are welcome.

For our third and final event, we decided that we needed to
explore the interaction between religion and sexuality in other
faith communities. We have partnered with the African American
Studies Program to bring Bishop John L. Selders to USF. Rev.
Selders is an ordained minister serving in the United Church of
Christ, pastor of Amistad United Church of Christ, Lecturer for
Supervised Ministries at Yale Divinity School, and member of the
Human Right Campaign’s Religion Council. His talk, “The Black
Church, Sexuality, and HIV/AIDS” will take place on September
29 at noon in Lone Mountain 100.

The goal of this series has been to promote a broader discussion
of the issues that included members from both academic and faith
communities. We are very grateful to the USF Jesuit Foundation
— committed to “faith that works for justice in the world” and to
the “Ignatian ideal of ‘finding God in all things’” — for providing
financial assistance for these “Communities in Conversation”
events. As the events evolved, the “communities” involved broad-
ened from the initial concerns of gay and lesbian Catholic persons
to those of Catholic women and divorced persons to our friends in
African-American churches. We hope that these conversations were
only initial stages in continuing ones that will stretch not only
across the USF community but also throughout the Bay Area. ■

Shirley McGuire is an associate professor in the Psychology department
at the University of San Francisco.

For more information on the “Communities in Conversation” project
please visit: www.usfca.edu/lanecenter/events/conversation
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pope against such a reactionary move. (In 1889, Manning would also
intervene in the London Dock Strike; the resulting “Cardinal’s peace”
had an impact far beyond Britain.) The pope’s thought continued
to change as he grappled with such immediate events.

Thus, when Rerum Novarum finally appeared in 1891, it came
as a shock and established its legendary place in the history of

Catholic thought. After a century of intransigent opposition to
changing social and economic realities, Catholicism weighed in
favor of workers’ rights to form associations that would offer them
leverage in the face of wealthy industrialists. It did this while
maintaining its distance from the atheistic underpinnings of com-
munism (and some forms of socialism) by appealing to the enormous
weight of Catholic tradition going back to medieval times. Catholic
anthropology was not fundamentally individualistic — its philoso-
phy of the human person did not (as did 17th- and 18th-century
philosophers) envision a person as being first an individual and only
secondarily a member of a community (by means of a “social con-
tract”). Catholic anthropology began instead with the individual
as embedded within a community of persons from the beginning
of life — and this was not rooted merely in modern socialist
thought but rather in ancient tradition. 

Leo’s world-view, expressed in his two landmark encyclicals on
Catholic philosophy and Catholic social ethics, was grounded in
the broad neo-medievalist movements of his century. These move-
ments looked to an earlier epoch in order to locate a world that (at
least in their hopes and dreams) could provide alternative models
of thinking and valuing — alternative models of interpersonal
obligations and mutual duties as well as of individual rights; of
organic interconnectedness as opposed to the radical individualism
and isolation that was felt to be alienating in the modern world.

Few have articulated the enduring appeal of Chartres as
poignantly as the Swedish film-maker Ingmar Bergman, and his
reflections are a fitting place to end these brief reflections on the
choice of Chartres as the image for our Lane Center masthead.

Regardless of my own beliefs and my own doubts, which
are unimportant in this connection, it is my opinion that art
lost its basic creative drive the moment it was separated from
worship. It severed an umbilical cord and now lives its own
sterile life, generating and degenerating itself. In former days
the artist remained unknown and his work was to the glory of
God. He lived and died without being more or less important
than other artisans; ‘eternal values,’ ‘immortality’ and ‘mas-
terpiece’ were terms not applicable in his case. The ability to
create was a gift. In such a world flourished invulnerable
assurance and natural humility.

Today the individual has become the highest form and the
greatest bane of artistic creation. The smallest wound or pain
of the ego is examined under a microscope as if it were of
eternal importance. The artist considers his isolation, his sub-
jectivity, his individualism almost holy. . . . 

Thus if I am asked what I would like the general purpose
of my films to be, I would reply that I want to be one of the
artists in the cathedral on the great plain. I want to make a
dragon’s head, an angel, a devil — or perhaps a saint — out
of stone. It does not matter which; it is the sense of satisfac-
tion that counts.

Regardless of whether I believe or not, whether I am a
Christian or not, I would play my part in the collective build-
ing of the cathedral.
Ingmar Bergman, introduction to Four Screenplays of Ingmar

Bergman (1960) ■

The unabridged text of this essay may be found at 
www.usfca.edu/lanecenter/masthead
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