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ABSTRACT

This study examines Dignitys a vo luntary
organization comprised of gay and lesbian Roman
Catholics, and their friends. The research project

asks how Dignity can survive in the face of thostility
from the Church hierarchy. This opposition has been
expressed by the 1986 Vatican document, 'Letter to the
Bishops of the World on the Pastoral Care of Homosexual
Persons,"” and in the resulting expulsion of twenty-
aseven local Dignity chapters from their home parishes.
This project asks haow Dignity can survive in the
face of such intimidation and oppression. A review of
works by specialists in gay and leshian psychotherapy
and religious issues, as well as a broad range of
Dignity publications and personal documents revealed
that members find, in Dignity, acceptance, & sense of
community and even of family. Personal interviews with
Dignity members confirmed these findings as members
told how Dignity helped in the coming out process, met

their spiritual needs, and served as a source of

friendship and support. Additional interviews with
those who minister to Dignity -— a bishop, priests, and
members of religious orders -- provided additional

iv



evidence that Dignity meets its members® needs. The
interviews establish two facts. First, many work with
Dignity because they believe that Dignity is of great
value to its members. Secondly, Dignity provides
affirmation, profound experiences of the presence of
God and Christ, and personal support to the ministers
themselves.

Dignity’s position on sexual ethics places it in

opposition to traditional Church teaching. This =mtudy
discusses Dignity’s position on sexual ethics,
examining Dignity documents and position papers,
including its Statement of Position and Purpose, and

the Dignity Sexual Ethics Task Force, comparing them to
related Church documents. In addition, respondents’
views on sexual ethics are presented. The persanal
interviews show that the research project respondents’
sexual ethics are in harmony with the position of the

national organization.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCT ION

Dignity is a thriving, twenty-year-old
organization for gay and lesbian Roman Catholics, their
friends, and familien. It exists within a religion
with a recognized, centuries-cld tradition of spiritual
oppression that condemns gay ancd lesbian persors for
physically expressing their love for one another.,
Individual Catholic bishops and priests have,
never theless, on occasion, publicly praised and
defended Dignity's ministry to the gay ancd lesbian

community.



Dignity consists of more than 100 highly auton-
omous, chartered chapters geographically grouped in
several regions across the U.S. The chapters are
linked to the national orgarization, incorporated under
the names of Dignity, Inc. and Dignity/USA, and iead-
quartered in a small office in Washington, D.C. The
national group and many local chapters hold tax-exempt
status. The national, regional, and 1local arms of
Dignity share fixed percentages of members' dues. The
national organiz=ztion publishes a newsletter and
$p.n..08 a bienmial convention and house of delegates
(HOD) mesting. Regional HOD meetings are held more
frequently, and are hosted on a roteting basis by the
local chapters and attended by the officers of local
chapters of elected delegates. Ltocally, individual
chapters sponsor an array of liturgies, educational,
and social events that reflect individual chapters'
nZeds and resources.

Dignity/UsA defines itself in its Statement of
Position and Purpose as an organization committed to
", ..develop leadership and to be an irstrument through

which the gay and lesbian Cattoclic may be heard by the



Church and Society."® This Statement of Position and
Purpose is incorporated in each loacal chapter's
constitution. 1t stresses Dignity members' belief in
the beauty of Ged's creation, Christ's -edemptive role
in a Spirit-blessed Church, and the legitimate place
lesbian women and gay men occupy in God's orderly uni-
verse. Acknowledging its members' responsibilities to
the Church, society at large, and other gay and lesbian
people in particular, Dignity assists its members in
areas of spiritual development, education, social
justice, . feminist issues, and interpersonal
relationships.”

Dignity also helps its members strive to meet
ethical ideals 1in their sexual relationships by
promoting the philosophy that "...gays and lesbians can
express their sexuality in a manner consonant with
Christ's teachings."® 1In 1989, the San Francisco HOD
amended the Statement of Position and #Purpose to

indicate a belief in the morality of same-sex genital

1

Dignity / USA, Statement of Position and
Purpese, undated.

® pDignity / USA, Statement of Position and
Purpose, (undated) prior to 1%87.

® Dignity /7 USA, Statement of Position and
Purpose, undated.



activity.” This amendment came in response to a
document promulgated by Rome three years earlier.

In October 1986, the Vatican issued the "Letter to
the Bishops of the World on the Pastoral Care of
Homosexual Persons," also kﬁown as the Ratzinger
Letter. Prior to the release of the Ratzinger Letter,
most ordinaries tolerated Dignity's presence. Some
bishops even welcomed Dignity because it provided a
much needed and effective ministerial outreach to the
gay and lesbian community. Bishops critical of Dignity
usually over looked the chapters under their
jurisdiction as leng as Dignity members maintained a
low profile. As long as the various chapters appeared,
in interviews or in correspondence, to adnere to
traditional Catholic theology, no action was taken
against them. However, the Ratzinger Letter
specifically forbade support —-— including the use of
Church buildings —- for groups seeking change in Church
teaching.® Consequently, many ordinaries expelled
Dignity chapters from Church property. Others forbade

priests to celebrate the ritual central to all Catholic

y

Dignity / USA, Statement of Position and
Purpose, 1989.

® gacred Congregation <for the Doctrine of the

Faith, "Letter to the Bishops," #17.
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communities —— the Mass -- for Dignity chapters.*

Still, Dignity survived. The actions by the
Vatican and the hierarchy, however, placed the
organization in a crisis that threatened Dignity's
identity as a Catholic organization. Dignity's own
mandate has been to unite gay and lesbian Catholics and
to "...encourage their full participation in the life
of the Church...."” 1f Dignity relingquishes its
allegiance to the Church, Dignity also surrenders a
principal facet of its identity, and one of the two
binding forces that 1link members: commonality of
religious belief® and sexual orientation.

In order to maintain its identity in the wake of

the Ratzinger Letter, Dignity has had to resist the

“ Archdiocese of Chicago, "Statement of the

Archdiocese of Chicago Regarding Dignity Sponsored Mass
at Resurrection Lutheran Church," & June 198B; Atlanta,
GA Archbishop Thomas A Donnellan, letter to diocesan
priests, 5 January 1987; Los Angeles Archbishop Roger
Mahoney et al., letter to priests of the archdiocese,
14 June 198%; Diocese of San Diego, CA, news release,
23 June 19B9.

ird

Dignity / USA, Statement of Position and
Purpose, undated, #1, #3.

® For some members, commonality of religious
belief may not be crucial because some non-Catholics do
belong to Dignity and, in some chapters, are elected as
officers. Some members have formed joint Dignity -
Integrity chapters in an attempt to provide the gay and
lesbian community with greater solidarity.
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Vatican's attempts to discredit and destroy it as a
viable organization. Nevertheless, Dignity stands
before Rome, quietly and firmly refusing to back down,
insisting instead on its identity as a legitimate
organization within the Church.

Research Questions.

Primarily, this research project asks how Dignity
as an organization survives in the face of intimidation
from the very institution to which it turns for
acceptance and affirmation. Biven the hostility
Dignity faces from 0 many members of the Catholic
hierarchy, how does Dignity attract and hold its
members while asserting its right to a place within the
Church? What are the sources of its sirength that
enable it to flourish and to celebrate the lives of its
gay and lesbian members while affirming its Catholic
identity?

The first of this study's four sections consists
of the present introductory chapter and 2 second
chapter that briefly traces the history of Dignity/USA
and the three local chapters included in this study.
Chapter Il begins to answer the study questions as it
presents historical background information needed to

understand the Dignity experience as lived by the




members. The second section of this study examines the
extent to which Dignity meets the needs of its members,
exploring Dignity's internal dynamics, and the ways in
which Dignity members relate to each other. Dignity's
weaknesses, as well as its strengths, are discussed.

Chapter 111 examines the published sources
including books, newspapers, magazine and newspaper
articles, along with some autobiographical material
drawn from Dignity's local, regional and national
newsletters. This chapter compares the experiences of
gay and lesbian Catholics in their local parishes with
their experiences in Dignity, as it illustrates how
Dignity meets the needs of its members.

The research then turns, in Chapter 1V, to
interviews with individual members to find out how
Dignity affects their lives. Information revealing
individuals' perceptions of Dignity's affects on their
lives can only be obtained by examining Dignity at the
grassroots —— the local chapter -- level. It is, after
all, the individual members and participants who bring
life and meaning to any organization. This portion of
the study focuses on the Detroit, Ann Arbor, and Toledo
chapters. It employs a combined participant

observation and open-ended interview methodology that



is described in detail in the Appendix. Interview
participants included twenty-five male and female
Dignity members and officers.

In order to versify members' impressions of
Dignity's impact on their lives, the study drew on the
expertise of six priests and wmembers of religious
orders, These participants are identified as
chaplains. In addition a regional bishop, who serves
an area where a major Dignity chapter is located,
granted interviews for this study. Chapter V presents
the results of these interviews. The Appendix contains
a description of the methodology wutilized in this
portion of the study.

In addition, information drawn from a qualitative
survey conducted by the Dignity/Detroit executive
council was used to supplement the interview material,
and is included in Chapter V1. This survey was mailed
to all individuals on the Detroit chapter's mailing
list residing in the state of Michigan. Chaplains,
supporters, members, and non-members who attend ite
functions received the survey. Dignity/Detroit
distributed the survey at a number of liturgies in an
attempt to reach those not on the mailing iist. Thus,

this chapter provides further information from a wider




range of sources that illustrates the influence Dignity
bhas on its members.

Chapter VII provides a description of routirie
evenfs and rituals in the collective life of the
Detroit and Ann Arbor chapters. It presents additional
information on members' interactions at some of the
more meaningful events that occurred during the course
of one year's time of participant observation.

The third mection discusses Dignity's struggle to
develop a sexual ethic, an issue that lies at the root
of its disagreements with Church hierarchy. If Dignity
chooses to stay within the Church, and retain its
Catholic identity, as a group it must settle its
differences on sexual ethics with the Church hierarchy.
In recent years priests, scholars, and theologiz~ns who
were acting individually failed to persuade the Church
hierarchy to reappraise its sexual ethics as Vatican
oppression and censorship stifled dissent.

Chapter VIII describes Dignity/USA's evolving
sexual ethics through an examination of its Statement
of Position and Purpose, Dignity publications, and
other Dignity documents, including its most recent
document, a report by Dignity's Task Force on Sexual

Ethics. Chapter IX draws on the interviews with



members and chaplains to document the way in which some
members have come to terms with the Church's stand on
sexual @thics. Although this was not the intent of the
study, the interviews do seem to validate the Task
Force report. Dignity's stand on sexual ethice is
significant because it is based on the documented,
lived experience of a large group of gay and lesbian
people who are struggling to lead moral lives. It
provides the Church with evidence and argumentation
that Dignity hopes can be used as the basis for
reevaluating the Church's present stand on sexual

ethics.
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CHAPTER 11

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

Dignity's very existence is of historic importance
to the Roman Catholic Church. According to theologian
and psychotherapist John J. McNeill:

This is the first time in two thousand vears

of Christian history that there has been a

Christian gay community in which we can

publicly seek each other's support in an

affort to integrate our spiritual lives with

our sexuality.?®

Gearhart and Johnson concur with McNeill, adding

that Dignity is significant because it is the first gay

1 John J. McNeill, Taking a Chance on God
Liberating Theology for Gays. Lesbians and Their
Lovers, Families and F£riends (Boston: BEeacon, 1988),
181.
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and lesbian organization to operate within the
structure of a specific religious tradition. The
earlier work of the Protestant minister, Rev. Troy
Perry resulted in the farmation, in 1968, of the
Metropolitan Community Church (MCC). Perry founded MCC
specifically to address the unmet spiritual needs of
the gay and lesbian community.” MCC has spread
throughout the gay and lesbian community in many areas
of the world, with a membership in excess of 20,000
persons.” Many Catholics join MCC congregations when
they decide to leave the Cathaolic Ehurch because of its
teachings on homosexuality. Since Dignity's founding,
additional groups have sprung up to serve gay and
lesbian adherents to almost every known Western faith
tradition.

As early as 1974, Gearhart and Johnson suggested
that Dignity would play an increasingly active role,

eventually functioning as the voice for the gay and

® Batty Fairchild and Nancy Hayward, Now That You
Know: What Every Parent Should Know About Homosexuality
Updated ed., (New York, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,
1979; Second Harvest / HBJ ed., 1989), 176.

@  Richard Woods, Another Kind of Loves
Homosexuality and Spirituality, 3rd ed. (Ft. Wayne, IN:
Knoll, 1988), 117.
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lesbian movement within the Roman Church.” Gearhart
and Johnscn's predictions have been proven correct,
especially in light of the work of the Sexual Ethics
Task Force.

According to ¥Killian, Dignity began in 19269 when
an Auqustinian priest, Fr. Pat Nidorf, placed
advertisements in several gay publications seeking gay
Catholics whpo were interested in forming a support
group.” A growing involvement by Protestant clergy in
ministry to the gay community, that contrasted markedly
with Catholic inertia, prodded Nidorf into action.”
The ads resulted in the formation of a psychotherapy
and discussion support group that met alternately in
San Diego and Los Angeles. imlike Dignity's present
policy of open acceptance, this article states that the
founder asked the first potential members to meet an

age requirement (twenty-one) and to complete a lengthy

¥

Sally Gearhart and Bill Johnson, "The Gay
Movement in the Church,"” chap. in Loving Women/lLoving
Men: Gay Liberation and the Church (San Francisco, CA:
Glide Publications, 1974), &7.

=

In correspondence with the author dated 23
September 1989, Nidorf stated that he legally changed

his given name from ‘Patrick X. Nidorf' to ‘Pax
Nidorf.'
® Killian, wuntitled, (Dignity/USA), undated; Pax

Nidorf, correspondence with author, 25 August 198%9.
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guestionnaire before joining.” The anonymous article
states that 1its founder named the group ‘Dignity’
because "...one of our basic goals was to bring dignity
into the spiritual and social lives of some very
special people."®

On the East Coast, more than one hundred gay

Catthiolics responded to ads in The Village VYoice placed

by McNeill, Dignity/New York's co—-founder. McNeill had
become intensely aware of the lack of Catholic ministry
to gays and lesbians in that city. McNeill explains
the rationale for founding the group:

What was the spirit of the founders of
Dignity? We hoped against hope that somehow
God would perhaps make us instruments in
removing the Church's blindness of sexism and
heterosexism. We hoped that by working
together we could find a way to integrate our
religious faith and our Qgayness in a way
acceptable to God and our church without in
any way suppressing or denying our gay and

r

There are several minor differences in the
accounts of Dignity's founding as related by Killian,
Nidorf, and the author of the anonymous article that is
attributed to Dignity's priest-founder, which Nidorf
denies having written. (Insight: Fall, 1987.) The
differences revolve around the age requirement and the
gquestionnaire, which Nidorf contends never existed, as
well as the founding date. Using Nidorf's chronology,
Dignity was founded a full year later than Dignity /
USA's records indicate. All other details coincide.

®  Anonymous, “All Right -— Who Started It7,"
Insight: A Quarterly of Gay Catholic Opinion 2:1 (Fall
198713 &,
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lesbian reality.”

This differs somewhat from Nidorf's recollection
of the goals he visualized for the fledgling
organization. Nidorf states:

The primary purpose [of founding Dignityl was
to get gay Catholics to dump their guilt trip
about being gay and to help them feel
spiritually comfortable in the Church. It
was never my goal to seek acceptance from
Church authorities. Being gay does not make
somepne special any more [sicl than being
heterosexual does. One is special because
ene is in touch with their personal power and
the God-light within them...l deo rnot think
Dignity s moving in this direction. I
believe many chapters are obsessed with the
idea of being accepted by Holy Mother. They
are not OK just because somecne else says
they are —— they seem to have forgotten this.
They are OK berause they accept themselves as
children of the Universe.'”

The tension existing between Dignity members’
desires to partizcipate fully as gay and lesbian people
in the Catholic Church, a concept which is supported by
some priests' recognition of Dignity's benefits, and
the hierarchical ambivalence and disappreoval that would
eventually result in the eviction of many chapters,
became evident in the infant group's first encounter

with tne hierarchy in 1971. Dignity's newly elected

® MecNeill, Jaking a Chance on God, 180.

A4

Pax WNigarf, carrespondence with author, 23
September 19689.
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officers decided to write to local (California) pastors
notifying them of a proposed RDignity outreach program.
When the officers informed San Diego Archbishop Timothy
Manning of tﬁeir plans, Manning demanded a meeting with
Nidorf. The meeting was attended by Manning, Nidorf,
and Nidorf's religious superior. The anonymous author
states:

Bishop Manning was offended that coming from
another diccese [ was working in his without
his permission and thought that principles of
Dignity were untenable. Gay was not UK. He
kindly asked me to leave his diocese and I
assured him that I would.’

Nidorf, in correspondence, adds further details
about thi meeting that further illustrate the kind of
problems that would cansistently plague Dignity
throughout its encounters with many members of the
hierarchy. He states:

Manning impressed me as being very political,
authoritarian, and homophobic. At my meeting
with him, he did not say he was opposed to
the principles of a gay Catholic group, only
that he didn't want a priest working in his
diocese who didn't belong there. Being an
Augustinian and not a dJdiccesan priest, this
really didn't make any sense, but was just
his way of wsaying ‘desist.’ My own
provincial and the other Augustinians were
very supportive of my work, though at that
time, none were personally involved in this

* Anonymous, “All right,” &6; Joseph Gilgamesh
Killian, "Dignity: The Early Years" Dignity/USA

Newsletter 21:4 (Summer, 19879), 1.
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particular ministry.'”

Apparently, Nidorf saw the developments with
Manning as an opportunity toc leave Dignity in the hands
of its competz2nt lay leaders. Nidorf left the diocese,
and, subsequently, the priesthood.”*®

Dignity continued to grow under lay leadership
while the involvement of helpful clergy and religious
increased. Before the Rattinger Letter's release,
Dignity listed more than 5,000 members in more than 100
chapters in the U.S5. alone. Dfficers estimated that
another seveval thousand non—-members and friends
attended weekly liturgies and functions in various
chapters in North America. in 1985, the Canadian
region, once closely aligned with chapters in Alaska
and on the U.S5. west coast, amicably completed a
preplanned separation from its U.S. counterpart. The

new organization, known bilingually as Dignity/Canada/

Dignite, contains twelve chapters. The two groups
support each other by sending representatives to
meetings and by reporting major events in their

national newsletters.

12 pPax Nidorf, correspondence with author, 23
September 198%.

'? Nidorf, correspondence with author, 25 August
1989.
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Dignity/USA also maintains affiliations with gay
Catholic groups in Australia {(Acceptance), England
{Quest), France (David et Jonathan), Sweden (Veritas),
Spain (Dignitat), Keorea (Brothers of Jonathan), and

+

South America.'’ However, this thesis concentrates on
Dignity/USA bv focusing on three chapters: the

flourishing Detroit, the expelled Toledo, and recently

disbanded Ann Arbor chapters.

Dignity's Relationship to the Roman Church.

A compiete discussion of the origins and extent of
the history of the Church's hostility toward gays and
lesbians remains beyond the scope of this thesis.

However, in The New Testament and Homosexuality,'™

biblical scholar Robin Scroggs discusses the scriptural
roots Scroggs feels are part of the evolution of the
Christian prohibition against homosexuality. Scroggs
explains cultural practices that elicited the FPauline
statements Christian churches use to justify
homophobia, hostility, discrimination and even persecu-—

tion of homosexuals.

*“ Tom Oddo and Paul Diederich, "An Overview,"
Insight: A Quarterly of Gay Catholic Opinion 2:1 (Fall
1987): 63 McNeill, Taking a Chance, 180.

'® Robin Scroggs, New Testament and Homosexuality:

Contextual Background for Contemporary Debate
{(Philadelphia, PA: Fortress, 1983), Sth printing, 1988,

i8



In the ground breaking work, Christianity, Social

#

Tolerance and Homosexuality,® John Boswell shows how

the Churech's attitude toward homosexuality changed from
tolerance to intolerance in the period from the BGreco-
Roman era through the fourteenth century. In a more

recent and more comprehensive work, The Constructicn of

Homosexuality,®” David F. Greenberg points out the

Church's actions against gays and lesbilans in a cross-
cultural examination of homosexuality that ranges from
carliest history to recent developments in the gay
liberation movement.

Dignity's sustained growth bas occurred while
Dignity endured an ambiguous, strained relationship
with the Church. 0On the one hand, hostile proponents
of Catholic orthedoxy in the hierarchy, clergy, and
laity attempted to suppress gays and lesbians and any
theologians (such as Curran, Kosnik, and McNeill) or

clergy ({(such as Hunthausen, Nugent, Ginder’”, and

1  John Boswell, Christianity, Social JTolerance

and Homosexuality (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1980).

*?  David F. OGreenberg, The Construction of
Homosexuality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1988).

*® George De Stefano, "Punishing a Church Critic:
The Case of Richard Ginder," The Advocate 439 (4
February 198B&6): 46b.
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Lynch*¥). These individuals either too openly
attempted to advocate gay and lesbian rights, or too
publicly sought changes in the Church's position on
sexual ethics. On the other hand, Dignity documents —--—
from its founding to the 1989 San Francisco HOD —-
contain a litany of priests, and female and male
religious who have been actively involved with Dignity.

Prior to the Ratzinger Letter, many ordinaries
allowed Dignity to meet openly on Church property.
Most erdinaries permitted priests to celebrate
Dignity's Masses. A few bishops wrote statements or
pastoral letters fostering acceptance and understanding
of gay and lesbiarn people®”. Archbishop Hunthausen
welcomed the 1985 Dignity national convention's Mass in
his Seattie cathedral by videotape, after issuing

explanatory letters.®! However, in a 1985 letter to

1% patricia Lefevere, "New York Dignity Priest

Ordered to Rome," National Catholic Reporter, 16
Oc tober 1987, 5.

RO

George Dugan, "Bishop Mugavero of Brooklyn
Backs Homosexual Rights," New York Times, 22 February
1976, (A, B(A).

21 Raymond Hunthausan, "Letter to Priests and

Rationale for Welcoming the National Dignity Convention
to Seattle," 8 June 19833 and "Archbishop Addresses
lssue of Homosexuality," in Homosexuality and the
Magisterium: Documentg from the Vatican and the U.S.
Bishops 1975-1985, ed. John Gallagher (Mt. Rainier, MD:
New Ways Ministry, 1983), 79-88.
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Hunthausen reprinted in the National Catholic Reporter,

Ratzinger <cites this Dignity Mass as evidence of the
doctrinal laxity that eventually resulted in the
Vatican naming a newly consecrated bishop to serve as
coadjutor of Hunthausen's diocese.™®

More recently, the Vatican exhibited its hostility
towards gays and lesbians in general, and Dignity in
particular, when the Sacred Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith {(formerly known as the Holy Order
of the Inguisition) issued its "Letter to the Bishops
of the MWorld on the Pastoral Care cof Homosexual
Persons," also known as the Ratzinger Letter, The
Ratzinger Letter, dated 1 October 198&, was promulgated
on 30 October 198&. Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, prefect
of the Congregation (CDF), signed it. 1In its closing
paragraph, the Ratzinger Letter states that it received
the personal approval of John Paul 1II. Although the
Ratzinger Letter was not unexpected, its release
pr ~cipitated a crisis for Dignity. Many perceived the
Ra.zinger Letter as a direct attack on Dignity and the

theologians, priests, and religious who supported or

2

Sacred Congregation of the Doctrine of the

Faith, "Ratzinger '80 Letter Outlines Road to
Orthodoxy," {(reprint of letter sent to U.S5. bishops by
the U.S. bishops’ commission) National Catholic

Reporter, 9 June 1987, #14, 29.
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endor sed Dignity.”? The Ratzinger Letter's
significance lies in the fact that it provides Catholic
ordinaries with explicit pastoral directives for
ministry to gay and lesbian individuals and groups.
The Ratzinger Letter also attempts to abort any further
debate on the theological and ethical questions
surrounding the issue of homosexuality.

Also, in #17, the Ratzinger Letter orders bishops
to withdraw all support from, and to ban from Church
buildings any groups that disregard or seek to change

¥

Church teaching.®® Consequently, ordinaries who had
merely tolerated Dignity's presence on Church property
up to this point, within weeks began using the
Ratzinger Letter to oust more than two dozen chapters
from the parishes or campus ministries they had called
home for as long as sixteen vyears. The Ratzinger
Letter is cited in ordinaries' letters that discuss
banning Dignity chapters. This is the case in a letter

dated 5 January 1987, signed by Archbishop T. A.

Donnellan of Atlanta. Donnellan concludes that the

2%  gacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the

Faith, "Letter to the World's Bishops on the Pastoral
Care of Homosexual Persons,” Orjgins: NC Documentary
Service 1&:22 (13 November, 1986), #17, #18;3 Jim
Bussen, correspondence with author, 1989.

"4 CDF, "Letter to the Bishops," #17.
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Ratzinger Letter applies to Dignity, and he uses this
to Jjustify evicting Dignity/Atlanta from its home
parish. A similar situation, in which an ordinary
barmed a Dignity chapter without engaging in dialogue,
occurred in New York City.®™

In some cases, the ranking ordinary simply ordered

Dignity to 1leave Church property by a given date. In

other chapters, such as Toledo, Cincinnati, Dayton,
Cleveland, and Tampa Bay, some dialocgue between
ordinary and chapter occurred. Toledo faced a test of

orthodoxy when Bishop James R. Hoffman, who has been
described as "...far from a “hard liner,' actually a
very personable and pastoral man under more normal
circumstances..." who would not ordinarily have acted
against a Dignity group®®, asked the chapter to state
that it agreed with a 1976 statement on sexual ethics

issued by the National Council of Catholic Bishops.®”

™ Arehbishop Thomas A. Donnellan, correspondence
with anonymous priest, 5 January 1987; Dignity/Queens,
correspondence with author, 27 June 198%.

& Dignity/Toledo chaplain, correspondence with
author, 20 September 1989.

27 Dignity/Toledo Chaplain, correspondence with
author, 1& June 1989; Archbishop Daniel E. Pilarczyk,
correspondence with author, 7 August 198%9; Sister
Catherine Lee, correspondence with author, 26 July
198%9; Dignity/Tampa Bay, correspondence with auther, 4
June 198%.
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Other religious denominations, including the
Methodists, Episcopalians, and tnitarians have opened
their doors to the ousted chapters.

in 1986, Dignity/USA reacted to the Ratzinger
Letter with a flurry of press releases and statements.
A number of other organizations, including the Catholic
Coalition for BGay Civil Rights, National Gay and
Lesbian Task Force, New Ways Ministry, National
Federation of Parents and Friends of Gays, and the
Natiomal Coalition of American Nuns spoke out in
support of Dignity in the days immediately following
the Ratzinger Letter's release. During 1987 and 1988,
at the local level, chapters attempted to hold
discussions with their ordinaries. As chapters left
their home parishes, they held memorial services and
Exodus Masses. In New York, picketing and protesting
inside St. Patrick's Cathedral led to arrests of
Dignity members, and eventually, to a split between
conservative and activist factions of the New York
chapter. The rift between Dignity and the Church
hierarchy widened even further when Dignity, in
response to the Ratzinger Letter, amended its Statement
of Position and Purpose at its 1987 Bal Harbor, Florida

HOD . The amended statement expresses more explicitly
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Dignity's belief in the morality of sexuality, as
gxpressed in the context of gay and iesbian
relationships. The two factions' differences became
more pronounced during Dignity members' protests in San
Francisco marking the 1987 Papal visit to the U.S.
Critics charge that the Detroit chapter has
remained in its home parish because it refused to
sponsor or pa-ticipate in demonstrations that might
have emharrasesd fthe Fope, In faert, the chapter
cancelled its plans for an alternative prayer vigil
that was to be held at its bhome parish, HMost Holy
Trinity, when requested to do so by diocesan officials.

Eventually, Dignity/Detroit's prayer service was tacked

on to another service that was held at Central
Methodist Church in downtown Detroit.™* From 1987 to
1988, a period of anger, turmoil and rejection

following the Ratzinger Letter's release, Dignity lost
several hundred members. Some who left said they did
so because they felt that it was impossible, as gay or
lesbian people, to remain within the Catholic Church.®”

Nevertheless, Dignity's membership has now stabilized

#89  Dignity member, correspondence, B August 1987;

Interviews, Dignity/Detroit, 198%9.

27 Members: Dignity/Ann Arbor; Dignity/Detroit;
personal communications, 1986-198%9.
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at 4,700. The formation of new chapters has balanced
the dissolution of a few others so that the number of
chapters holds steady at more than 100. While some
chapters struggle to maintain the minimal membership
required to retain a charter, ironically, many of the
susted chapters, such as Toledo and San Francisco,
boast membership gains.™”

In responding to the Ratzinger Letter,
Dignity/USA's earlier posture of reconciliation and
compromise shifted. In press releases issued in late
1986 and 1987, Dignity placed itself in a position to
challenge and oppose Catholic teaching when Dignity
redefined itself as working:

To encourage a sexual theology within the
Church that will minister to all believers

regardless of their sexual orientation.
Dignity disagrees with the magisterial
teaching of the Church concerning homo-

sexuality.®"'

At the 1987 Bal Harbor, Florida HOD,
representatives approved an updated version of the
Statement of Position and Purpose, calling for a
reexamination of the Roman Church's position on

homosexuality. Dignity also issued a "Declaration of

*© pDignity/USA, Newsletters, 1988-1989.
@1 pignity/USA, Press Releases, 1986-1987.
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Non-Reception of the Pastoral Letter on the Care of
Homosexual Persons.” This statement formally rejected
the Ratzinger Letter on the grounds that it is
", ..pastorally inadequate to meet...needs of American
BGay and Lesbian Catholics, their families and friends."
The Declaration refers to the Ratzinger Letter as a
flawed "pastoral plan” that "...has neitier considered
its effects on those it seeks to reach, nor consulted
those who possess expertise in reaching them."™"
Dignity/USA also placed a full—-page ad in the 27
April 1987 issue of Newsweek magazine. The ad stated,
in essence, that Christ said nothing to condemn

homosexuality while the Ratzinger Letter has condemned

homosexuality. The ad, which was originally rejected
by Time, cost approximately %$25,000. A Michigan

Catholic article discussing the advertisement quotes
Archbishop May as stating that the Church could rnot
accept Dignity as long as it adheres to the position,

stated in the ad and in its GStatement of Position and

Purpose, "...'that lesbian and gay Catholics...can
express their sexuality in a manner that is
responsible, laving and consonant with Christ's

9% pignity/UsSA, "Declaration of Non-Reception," 23
July 1987.

27



Vo=

nessage.

The Ratzinger Letter's impact continues to be
felt. On 19 June 1989, the thirteen bishops governing
the province of Los Angeles —- an area that encompasses
San Diege -- forbade any secular or religious priest in
the diocese to celebrate a Dignity Mass. The bishops
chose to implement the ban "...because that group
repudiates the moral teaching of the church regarding
homosexual acts.” The announcement stated that:

The church cannot recognize or in any way
cooperate with Dignity, which often has
identified itself as a Catholic organization,
because of the organization's refusal to
accept the church's teaching on human
sexuality.®

The California bishops' ban took effect two months
before Dignity/USA's 1989 San Francisco HOD and
convention was scheduled to open. The declaration may

have been designed to intimidate delegates to the con-

vention because statements issued by the Los Angeles

archdiocese cite the resolution bn sexual ethics
adopted at Bal Harbor.®® The tactic, if such it was,
2 Jerry Filteau, "'Dignity' Ad in Newsweek Hits

Church View of BGays," Michigan Catholic, 1 May 1987.

=iy

1989.

Diocese of San Diego, News Release, 23 June

ey Lo}

Archbishop Roger Mahoney et al. correspondence
with priests in Province of Los Angeles, 14 July 1989.
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failed, Instead, the HOD approved an amendment to the
national Statement of Position and Purpose which states
Dignity's belief that gays and lesbians can "...express
our sexuality physically in a unitive manner that is
loving, 1life-giving and life-affirming,"" " This
statement rcan be interpreted as placing Dignity in
direct opposition to Church teaching which condemns any
physical sexual activity for homosexuals. 0On the other
hand, the statement closely follows, and quotes from,
the theology cutlined by Kasnik et al. in the
controversial study commissioned by the Catholic
Theological Society.®”

Nevertheless, the pastoral involvement of
committed and supportive priests and vowed men and
women religious acting within the Church continues.
Woods estimates that more than a thousand such

individuals maintain a working relatiaonship with

?% Dignity/USA, Amendment, August 1989,

¥7 Anthony Kosnik and others, Human Sexuality: New

Directions in American Catholic Thought (New York:
Paulist, 1977), 209-218; Dignity/USA Task Force on
Sexual Ethics, "Sexual Ethics: Experience, Growth,

Challenge," i2.
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o Same clerics are

Dignity in various capacities.”
encountering increased pressure, and sometimes orders,
to distance themselves from Dignity. Those who
continue to speak publicly, to celebrate Mass, or to

serve as pastoral ministers, spiritual directors, or

chaplains in some dioceses do SO risking censure,

disciplinary action, and even "loss of faculties" --
the right to celebrate Mass and administer the
sacraments —— and the end of a ministerial career.
This involvement indicates a qualified pastoral

approval of Dignity's efficacy in addressing gays' and
lesbians' many complex ethical conflicts and meeting
their unique needs.

History of Detroit, Ann Arbor and Toledo Chapters.

In order to place this research in perspective, it
is useful to examine the history of the chapters
involved in this project. The history of the Detroit
chapter, the fourth largest chapter in the u,5. and the
largest in its four-state area of Michigan, Indiana,
Ohio, and Kentucky that comprises Region VvV, illustrates
the tension and hostility Dignity chapters cope with

while enjoying priests' and nuns' pastoral support.

oM Richard Woods, Ano ther Kind of Love:
Homosexuality and Spirituality, 3rd ed., (Fort HWayne,
IN: Knoll, 1988), 116,
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While some of the former national officers
describe the Detroit chapter as A conservative
b

aberration,” Dignity/Detroit boasts a pattern of

steady growth over the vyears. More importantly,
Dignity/Detroit enjoys open access to Church propertv,
and it bhas become integrated into the diocesan and
parish structures. On the other hand, some ordinaries
have criticized some Dignity chapters for fostering the
izglation of its members into what these critics
describe as ‘gay ghettoes.,'®"”

On 11 May 1974, the first Dignity Centie in the
U.S., logated at 2846 17th Street, near downtown
Detroit opened its doors. The first meeting was
attended by a priest and six lay men, including Brian

MecNaught, a staff writer and columnist for the Detroit

diocesan paper, The Michigan Catholig,™* Before his

election as first president of the Detroit chapter on
12 June 1974, McNaught, who bhad written a column

titled, "Gay or Straight, Love is the Goal," revealed

9% Two officers, Dignity/USA, members, personal

communications, August, 19B89.

““ Archbishop Walter F. Sullivan, correspondence
with author, 31 July 1989; Reobert T. Kerr, interview
with author, 25 May 1989.

‘v L

Anonymous, Dignity/Detroit: An Informal
Higstory, undated, l1-2.
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his sexual orientation to each member of The Michigan
Catholic editorial staff in a series of luncheon
meetings.”""

On 8 July 1974, the first working day after an

interview article appeared in The Detroit DNews

explaining McNaught's involvement. with Dignity

/Detroit, The Michigan Catholic dropped McNaught's

column. After a protest against the paper and a hunger
ctrike attracted national media attention, McNaught was
fired.,""

In response to this event, Representatives of
Digmity/USA, and the Salvatorian Gay Ministry Task
Force, co-sponsors of a national canference on gay and
lesbian ministry scheduled to run in Detroit from 30
August to 2 September 1974, began working with the
Newspaper Guild, volunteer attorneys, activists, and
friends from Detroit and Ann Arbor to plan a Labour Day
Mass of Solidarity at Dignity/Detroit’'s heost parish,
Most Holy Trinity. More than 200 priests, religious,
and laity from all over the U.5. attended tiie

concelebrated Mass and subsequent march to the

“2 Anonymous, An Informal History, 2-3.

“2 1bid., 2.
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Charcery.

Two weeks later, McNaught began a water "fast of
reparation” for the Church's sins committed against gay
and lesbian people over the centuries. McNaught's
explanatory public statement, directed at the local
ordinaries in a call for a commitment for education of
clergy and laity, reads in part:

My love for my Church and my love for my gay
sisters and brothers are in conflict....My

Church has sinned grievously. My Church
indicates her desire to continue her grievous
sin....There is no greatey perpetrator of

unjust oppression against the gay community
in the history of man on the face of this
earth, thanm my Church. While 1lip service is
given to the need to protect all persons'
civil rights, my church leads the battle
against laws which would ensure equal oppor-
tunities in jobs and housing....In the face
of modern psychiatric thought...my Church
boldly preclaims my gay brothers and sisters
are mentally ill. Therefore, at the feet of
my Church I lay the guilt of countless
suicides, the number one cause of death of
young gays. 1 lay the phenomenal bill for
the psychiatric counselling which was neces-
sitated not by the homosexual orientation but
by my Church's insistence that the homosexual
was mentally and morally sick. At the feet
of my Church I lay the pain of twisted minds
which have been trained to hate themselves
because they were told they were unnatural
and that their natural drives were disgusting
in the eyes of God. I lay the tears of mil-
lions of parents who have been told that
their child's orientation was their fault for

Lpsy

Dignity/USA, Press Release, 146 September 1974;
Anonymous, An Informal History, 1-5.
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being over-protective or absent.

Twenty-four days and twenty-two pounds later,
McNaught ended his fast when two of Detroit's auxiliary
bishops, Bishop Thomas Gumbleton and Bishop Joseph
Imesch wrote, "We have a serious obligation to root out
those structures and attitudes which ciscriminate agai-
nst homosexuals as per=sins, ' ”

However, McNaught later charged that the bishops
claimed they acted only to end the fast. Four years
later, McNaught observed that official statements by
individuals are easily made -- and Jjust as easily
retracted, writing:

They [the bishopsl made that statement te end

my water fast and yet, not only did they

remain silent when I was Tfired by The

Michigan Catholic the next day, but they

later reportedly claimed they were forced

into signing the statement and objected to it

being used in any national gay rights

literature. So much for ‘serious
obligation.'*”

Nevertheless Dignity/Detroit remains at Most Holy

a4 U5

Brian McNaught, "Statement of Brian McMNaught
Proclaiming His Fast," Press Release, Dignity / USA, 16
September 1974, unpaginated.

“* Nancy Manser, "Dearden Firm on Homosexual
Stand,"” The Detroit News, 21 August 1974, 7(B), o(B;
Brian McNaught, "Brian's Column,” Insight: A RQuarterly
of Bay Catholic Opinion (Summer 1978): &4.

“7 McNaught, "Brian's Column,” &.
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Trinity Parish, its 200 members helping with the
physical and financial maintenance of a parish that
counts o©only about 300 families on its rolls. For
example, each year, Dignity/Detroit helps Holy Trinity
meet the archdiocese's assessment demands for funds
during its annual fund-raising appeal. Dignity members
clean and decorate the church building as needed.
Unlike most chapters, Dignity advertises its Sunday
Mass as a parish Mass, augmenting Trinity's own weekend
Masws schedule, which has been curtailed from six to
three liturgies. Because Dignity contacts priests for
this Mass from its own list of volunteer celebrants,
plans its liturgies, and wuses its members as lectors
and Eucharistic ministers, this aids this tiny parish
as it copes with recent, severe staff cutbacks.
Dignrity/Ann Arbor, which voted to dissolve and to
return its charter to the region on 24 September 1989,
provided a contrast to Detroit in its size,
demographics, and in its relationship with its parish
and with its ordinary. In June of 1981, Dignity/Ann
Arbor became the ninety—-seventh chapter in the U.5. to
receive a charter. At its peak, in 19846, the chapter
listed forty members, with between twenty and thirty

attending Masses and meetings during this period. 1Its

35



membership dwindled to approximately one dozen by 19848,
with meetings attended by an approximately equal number
of men and women.

The Ann Arbor chapter stopped meeting at its home
parish during the summer of 1989. Officers attempted
to honour the members' wishes to return their meeting
and Mass to Sunday evenings. {For about two years,
Mass and meetings were scheduled for Thursday
evenings.) Howev-:r, a dispute with the pastor
concerning meeting and Mass nights, plus a lack of
privacy for a meeting space compelled the group to meet
at officers' homes. When the chapter hosted the
meeting of the five-state Region V HOD in July 1989,
all events were scheduled for it by the Episcopal group
Integrity at meeting rooms in the University of
Michigan Student Union and the worship space at St.
Andrew's Episcopal Church, Integrity's home parish.
The chapter returned its charter to the Regional HOD
when it met in Detroit in October 1989.

The Ann Arbor chapter's ordinary, Bishop Kenneth
Povish, expressing concern about Dignity that may be
representative of other ordinaries'’ opinions, states:

In May of 1976 1 gave my endorsement to

Dignity of Flint after a meeting with

leadership...and a representative of the area
clergy....Eventually, Dignity came out boldly
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in defense of the homosexual lifestyle and

the VYatican also came out clearly with the

distinction between homosexual orientation

(accepted) and homosexual activity

{(forbidden). I withdrew my public support of

Dignity at that time....Since the hardening

of both the Dignity and the Vatican

positions, I think it can be said that at

best 1 have tolerated the two remaining

groups. ¥

Dignity/Toledo's history 1illustrates the effect
PDignity's stand on se&xual ethics has on a chapter's
relationship with the Church and serves as an example
of ane of the processes that was wused to evict
chapters. A new pastor, the former Chancellor of the
diocese of Toledo, was assigned to the Teoledo chapter's
home parish, St. Francis de Sales. When the parish
council asked if they were required to act on the
Ratzinger Letter, this new pastor questioned Toledo's
ordinary, Bishop James R. Hoffman. According to the
Dignity/Toledo chaplain, the bishop was legally
required to respond to the parish council's question.

Correspondence between Hoffman and the chapter

leadership began with a letter dated 23 July 1987.77

“® pishop Kenneth Povish, correspondence with the
author, 14 Aucust 1989.

“% Dignity/Toledo chaplain, correspondence with
author, 11 July 1989; Bishop James R. Hoffman,
correspondence with Dignity/Toledo leadership, 23 July
1987.
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The chaplain states:

We [the chapterl had discussed leaving on our
own and did investigate possible new sites in
preparation for this decision. But finally
the [chapter's] Board [of elected officers]
and members decided to force Hoffman to make
the decision and take responsibility for
it.="

In the months that followed, the membership held
discussions and debates, with the majority of the
members choosing to respond to Hoffman in a
conciliatory manner. Dignity/Toledo's response reads:

Dignity Toledo recognizes and accepts

the American Bishops Letter of 1976 "To Live
in Jesus Christ” as the official teaching of

the Catholic Church. We, as members,
proclaim Chastity as an admirable Christian
virtue. Even more Sso, wWe 2ncourage our

fellow members to lead chaste lives....when
somebody does fail...we try to be as open,
charitable and non-judgmental as we humanly
can.™?

This response, and a subseguent letter that stated

that Dignity/Toledo "...would not condemn all gay

=12

sexual expression resulted in a decision, 1in March

¥ Dignity/Toledo chaplain, correspondence with
author, 11 July 198%.

*i pjgnity/Toledo, correspondence with Hoffman,
attributed to September, 1987; Dignity / Toledo

chaplain, correspondence with author, 11 July and 16
June 1989,

®® Dignity/Toledo, correspondence with author, 16
June 1989.
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1988, that Dignity must leave its home parish. The
chapter's "Exodus Liturgy” was held at 5t. Francis on
31 August 1988, with intensive media coverage. Since B
September 1988, the chapter has celebrated masses at a
Unitarian Church, with attendance ranging from thirty
to fifty individuals.®™ Recently, Hoffman has stated
that “"L..my uwltimate difficulty with Dignity is 1its
rejection of the Catholic moral teaching relative to
homosexual activities."®" The Toledo chapter's
experience —-— like many other chapters —-- illustrates
how, in the final analysis, each Dignity chapter will
have to address the issue of sexual ethics if it is teo

maintain its relationship with the Church.

% Dignity/Toledo chaplain, correspondence with
author, 16 June 1588.

B4 Bishop James R. Hoffman, correspondence with

author, 28 July 1989.
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SECTION II.

CHAPTER 111

PUBLIC PAPERS

This chapter, which includes a review of published
material, including Dignity lecal chapter and national
newsletters dating back to 19746, seeks to determine
what impact Dignity has on its members' lives, and to
assess the significance of this influence.

Many of the articles wused in this chapter are
unsigned, reflecting both the intimate quality of the
newsletters and the need of many of 1its members, even
in the protected Dignity milieu, to conceal their full
identity and thus, to protect themselves from

harassment or discrimination from those outside of the
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Dignity community who have access to these documents.
Dignity newsletters circulate, mnot only among the
members, but in the larger homosexual and heterosexual

communities.

Experiences of Gay and Lesbian Catholics in Parishes.

It is true that many Dignity officers and members
do repoart a satisfactory involvement in their home
parishes, where they serve as lectors and eucharistic
ministers while sitting an  parish councils and
commissions. However, in contrast, the majority of
Dignity members who were interviewed as part of this
research project recount negative reactions strong
enough to keep them from making any further attempts to
join another parish. Dignity literature contains
frequent comments by members relating their feelings of
rejection and alienation at the parish level. Woods
cites the comments of a Dignity member who said, “I can
hardly conceive of being accepted in a straight puwrish,
unless the world changes drastically....gay people will

always be...outsiders...."’

In interviews, conversations, and the literature,
* Richard Woods, Another Kind of Love:
Homosexuality and Spirituality 3rd ed. (Fort Wayne,

IN: Krnoll, 1988}, 117.
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Dignity members confirm that the gay and lesbian
persons who first encounter rejection do so at  the
par ish level in the intimate settirng of the
confessional or reconciliation room, as they seek
sacramental absolution, counselling, or spiritual
direction. Woods charges that, in fact, all +too
frequently, gay and lesbian people, instead of finding
Christ, come face-to~face with extraordinary hostility
at the hands of the very priests sent into communities
to dispense, in the name of the Church, Christ's
forgiveness in the form of the sacrament of penance as
celebrated in the Rite of Reconciliation. Woods, who
recounts a harsh and inhumane penance formerly
routinely administered by priests te gay men in one
Chicage parish on a regular basis, believes such
penances are not unusual, stating:

Atrocities bhave not been uncommon in  the

religious experience of gays. I have heard

many accounts of psychological and even

physical abuse, such as a confessar's

shouting at a penitent in the confessional of

a crowded church, or even pulling a teenager

out of the ‘box' and striking him.®

One priest, a respondent to a survey in Bordisso's

study on the relationship between Roman Catholic

priests' moral development and sexual orientation

2 Ibid., 99.
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states how he came to found a chapter in Des Moines,
Iowa.” The Des Moines priest had heard the confession
of and granted absolution to a young gay who had been
subject to the screaming harangue of another priest who
had told the gay penitent, in a clearly audible voice,
to never again "...darken the door of a church."”
After working with twenty-five to thirty gay men end
lesbian women who later approached him for counselling,
this pviest states that i1t was only through bhis
acceptance of and ministry to gay and lesbian people
that he was able to come to terms with, and eventually
admi. to, his own sexual orientation.™

This type of experience especially injures the
psyche of the gay or lesbian person described by an
anonymous nun  who characterises Dignity members as
people exhibiting an intense, almost old-fashioned
spirituality that values tradition. Dignity members,
the nun contirnues, seek their Church's acceptance

through encounters in the Eucharist and confessional.

@ lou A, Bordisso, "The Relationship Between
Levels of Moral Development and Sexual Orientation of
Roman Catholic Priests" {Ph.D. diss., University of

San Francisco, 1988), 91-92.
“ Ibid.

= Ibid.
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They hope to meet, initiate discussion and identify
with priests, nuns, and brothers.®

A gay priest explains the impact that i1l
treatment in the confessional had on him:

A man ought to feel good about his
sexuality. Unfortunately, I don't feel good
about my homosexuality....The Church was the
first to preach love, and remains the last to
show understanding and compassion for the
homosexual....And if Scripture and the
official Church could put down homosexuals,
priests did it more often and better...they
were part of the supermacho cabal that made
homosexuals leave the Church in droves.
(Agony of Agonies is confessing to a man who
names you queer.)

Consequentliy, I, and a legion of closeted
men, lived in fear and shame. Under takers,
we buried our own identities. Traitors, we
denied we knew ourselves a thousand times.
Terturers, we chained ourselves in a dungeon
of guilt and despair.”

These reports lend validity te Dignity members'
assertions that not all gay and lesbian Catholics can
worship with, much less fully participate in, a
traditional parish community geared to serve a

population consisting largely of heterosexual couples

Anonymous. "Gaily Ministering: A Conversation
Between Gay Women Religious," in Theological Pastoral
Resources: A Collection of Articles on Homosexuality
from a Pastoral Perspective, éth ed., ed. Kathleen
Leopold and Thomas Orians (Washington, DC: Dignity,
Inc. 1985), S5l1.

* Anonymous,"A Closed Letter %to My Friends,”
Dignity/Inc. Newsletter, Sept. 1976, 6.
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and their families. Pastoral ministers, as a rule,
plan Masses, liturgies, and other devotional and
spiritual exercises to meet the needs of the majority
group in most parishes that consists of nuclear
families and, to a lesser degree, heterosexual young
adults and singles, widows, and the divorced -- other
groups that constitute visible minorities in most U.S,.
par ishes. In this setting, little probability exists
that gay and lesbian people can 2asily gain access to
instruction, homilies, or spiritual direction designed
to help them address specific issues related to gay
problems or lifestyles -—- unless they encounter a
knowledgeable or sympathetic priest.

In discussing pastoral approaches to the unique
problems that gay and lesbian perscons face in their
local parishes, 0Oddo provides a partial explanation for
gay and lesbians' discomfort when he states that even
the most sympathetic heterosexual clergy sometimes
dreads contacts with gay and lesbian persons, stating,
"Digtesan priests continue to panic when lesbians and

gay men approach them or come out within a parish."”

® Qddo, Tom, "Tampering the Myth of Gay Ministry,"
in Theological Pastoral Resources: A Collection of
Articles on Homosexuality from a Pastoral Perspective,
6th ed., ed. Kathleen Lecpold and Thomas 0Orians
{(Washington, DC: Dignity, Inc., 1985), 37.
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In short, the gay and lesbian community shares, as
part of 1its collective history, a considerabile
repertoire of individuals' painful memories of failed
attempts at integration into local parishes.
Consequently, many members regard Dignity as their home
parish from which they receive the acceptance they need
to thrive. Lempicki, in comparing Dignity to a parish,
acknowledges the fact that some gay and lesbian people
participate in heterosexual parishoas. However,
Lempicki states that the majority of these gay and

lesbian people who maintain an active involvement in

their parishes receive little in return for their
efforts, unlike their heterosexual counterparts.
Specifically, marr iage encounter groups, Lempicki

writes, can't invite gays to participate because that

would iwvolve acknowledging the legitimacy of gay ard

lesbian relationships. Parents' clubs don't welcome
gay or lesbian parents, Teen clubs won't condone same-
sex dating. Lempicki doubts that parisbes places

people with AIDS on lay ministers' sick caxl lists,
although Lempicki notes, all thheterosexual parish groups
weltome an infusion of gay and lesbian muscle power and
creative energy for becsutification or maintenance

projecrts, while gay and lesbian oney is happily
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included in all parish fund raising projects.”

As a result, the gay or lesbian persons seeking
involvement in a Catholic parish often simply walk away
for the same reason that an over-forty gay male who
participated in a Chapel Hill, North Carolina joint
Dianity/Integrity chapter’'s liturgy articulated:

I had to leave off worshipping with my parish

this last year after I discovered that they

are mainly a heterosexual club interested

more in preserving that identity than in

ministering to and welcoming all of wus

particularly in this agonizing year when I

have been discovering myself.'™

The Notre Dame GStudy of Catholic Parish Life

corroborctes Dignity members' perceptions that they
foaal alienated, uncomfortable and unwelcome in what
should be their home parishes. The study results
indicate that active, registered parishioners use
sexually related matters as a criterion for considering
whether or not they should regard other lay persons
whom they encounter as true Catholics. Specifically,

The Notre Dame study found that heterosexual lay

Catholics use homosexuality, along with abortion,
? Joe Lempicki, "Dignity as a Parish,” Dignity,

Inc. Newsletter, July/August 1984, 1.

12 | ouie Crew, "Dignity: A View from Outside,”

Insight: A Quarterly of Bay Catholic Opinion 2:1 (Fall,
1977) 20~-21 20.
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cohabitation, and the commission of a serious crime as
a basis for an exclusionary judgement.’' Volunteer lay
leaders in thirty-six of the parishes studied by the
Notre Dame project indicated that they considered
practising homosexuals second anly to those urging or
undergoing abortions -—- acts that involve automatic
excommunication -- and Jjust above those Qho have
committed serious crimes, as outside the Church's
boundaries.'®

In view of this documented evidence that gay and
lesbian people have been judged so severely by their
lay peers who have, in two—thirds of the cases, been
recruited by their parish priests to serve in e
leadership capacity in their parish, it is
understandable that even those gay or lesbian persons
active in their home parishes feel too intimidated or
too afraid to reveal or discuss anything too closely
related to their sexual orientation or 1life style with
most of the heterosexual people they interact with in

their home parishes. They remain "in the closet."” It

'*  pavid C. Leege and Joseph Gremillion, eds.,

“Who Is a True Catholic? Social Boundaries on the
Church," in Notre Dame Study of Catholic Parish Life
No. 12 {Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame,
1988) 3-4.

¢ [pid,, 34, 6.
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is the price the gay or lesbian person pays for
integration in parish life. Remaining closeted is a
provess or denial that often includes the individual's
blocking the integration of his or her personality as
the gay or lesbian person painstekingly conceals or
denies a critical portion of his or her sexuality, a
principal component of every person's selfhood.
Whatever feedback the gay or lesbian person experiences
in such a milieu may sericusly distort his or her self
image because, as Mead states, 1t is only within the
context of social interaction that one learns one's
about oneself, as one absorbs others' attitudes and
judgments about oneself.'™

In any case, whether or not they or their pastors
admit 1t, integration in a parish under these terms
means, to the gay ur lesbian person, that he or she
must constantly monitor and censor any and all
references to their private lives and significant other
-- a person to whom they may bhave made a life long
commitment. It means hiding the simple Jjoys that are
part of any relationship, including the pain and agony

resulting from relational discord, the worry over a

19 Mead, George Herbert, The Social Psychology of
George Herbert Mead, ed. Anselm Strauss 2Znd ed.
{(Chicago, ILL: University of Chicago, 1956), 215-216.
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lover's serious illness, or, with increasing frequency,
the shock, pain, and grief of a loved one's recent or
impending death. An analogous situetion would be one
in which a married bheterosexual person, for some
unknown reason, had to camouflage aor hide that
marriage, feeling free to spgak about or hint at this
important aspect of the married person's very being.
The cement of pain caombines with bricks of concealment
tc build a wall blocking any shadow of true intimate
friendships from those with whom this individual
interacts with.

The situation worsens when, as part of the pattern
of deception needed to maintain a heterosexual facade,
the gay or lesbian person becomes trapped in situations
in which he or she is forced to laugh at and otherwise
participate in demeaning, anti-gay "jokes" that only
perpetrate additional discrimination and injustice.
Thus, heterosexual Catholics who interact frequently
with a gay or lesbian person in the parish setting are
shut out of important aspects of gay or lesbian co-
parishioners’' lives. Consequently, friendly
heterosexual people in the parishes have little or no
opportunity to discard discriminatory or prejudicial

attitudes. In short, the cycle of homophobia
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continues.

Tragically, this combination of rejection and
deception deprives parishes of the genuine gifts that
gay and lesbian people could offer their sister and
brother Catholics. McNaught believes, in fact, that
the very presence of gay and lesbian people, society's
lepers, indicts those whao equate faith only with
compliance with an array of buman-made rules, rather
tharn obeying Christ's primary command to love others’™
McNaught proclaims:

The unique beauty with which our trials have

endowed us [gay and lesbian peoplel provides
us with a vision to be shared with those

whose eyes are scaled with contentment. The
commitment to the Faith which gay Catholics
personify by their determination to sit
through a service that condemns

homosexuality...to pray with brothers and
sisters who would held back the kiss of peace
it  they knew you were gayj; to proudly
amounce your religious affiliation when the
leaders of your Church have condemned you to
hell; is a persecution for the Faith which
most Catholics have only read about in Lives
of the Saints.'”™

This martyrdem, and the consequent loss of talent
to a parish is vividly portrayed in one member's story

as he contrasts his experiences in his parish with the

A fe

Brian McNaught, "Gay and Catholic,” in
Positively Bay, ed. Betty Berzon (Los Angeles, CaA:
Mediamix Asscciates, 197%9), &3.

1%
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love and acceptance he found in Dignity. Fornino
describes his experiences of revealing his sexual
orientation to others in bis home parish prior to the
publication of a newspaper article that discussed his
efforts to found successfully a Dignity chapter. At
first, others in his parish privately voiced their
support and understanding. The fallowing week, the
pastor preached a sermon on the need for special
ministries for minorities. But on the next Sunday,
that same pastor banned Fornino from continuing his
volunteer work as a children's religious education
teacher and as a lector during Sunday masses. Fornino
was told that he would only be welcome as an inactive,
cilent member of the congregation. Fornino recalls:

I was shunned by most of the corgregation and

only my real friends talked to me. 1 didn't
go to Church, but spent the time in the CCD
[religious educationl office crying. One of
my cstudents came in crying because she
couldn't understand why everybody was being
mean to me. It was good to know that I
reached someone with the gospel message of
love.>*®

The pain Fornino and other members have enduread,
seems to have intensified and spiritualized the value

of Dignity in their lives. Another man writes:

‘o Falix M. Fornino, "Thank You Dignity," Bridges
(Dignity/San Francisco) 11:4 {(April 1987), unpaginated.
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For me, to be a Christian in Dignity is to be

a witness for my God, it is to exemplify,

together with my fellow Christians, life as a

gay Christian -——- a person who is proud to

carry the message of faith, hope, and charity

and who makes no apologies, but instead

celebrates my God-given gay life.'”
Importance of Acceptance.

Thus, it is apparent that many gay and lesbian
Catholics find i1t difficult, if rnot impossible, to meet
one of their most basic needs, acceptance, in their
local parishes. Rogers defines acceptance as the warm
regard one person expresses towards pthers, viewing and
treating them as persons of unconditional worth and
value, regardless of behaviour or feelings. To Regers,
acceptance includes respecting others' attitudes -~
whether they are positive or negative or contradictory.
Rogers states that acceptance of all of the changing
aspects of ar. individual constitutes a relationship of

warmth and safety. This safety, and experience2 of

being not onlty liked, but prized as a person, Rogers

conc ludes, is a major element in any helping
relationship.*” According to Tenenbaum, Rogers
1 Nick, "A Witness for Qur God,"

Dignity/Lafayette Newsletter, 4:6 May 1987, 3.

** Carl R. Rogers, On Becoming a Person: A
Therapist's View bof Psychotherapy {Boston, MA:

Houghtan Mifflin, 1941), 34.
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believes that if a person experiences unconditional
acceptance, along with compassion and sympathy instead
of a judgmental attitude, the individual can come to
terms with previously <2nied facets of his or bher
personality.*”

The . -spected Protestant thenlogian, Paui Tillich,
ctresses the critical significance attacired to the
individual's realization of acceptance in nis or her
spiritual life. Tillich compares the awareness of

acceptance by the Creatar to the beam of light

shattering a moonless night's utter blackness. 1In

acceptance, according te Tillich, human beings
experience sin-conquering grace, allowing
reconciliation to replace alienation.”® Ideally,

individual Catholics encounter human acceptance through
relationships and experiences they share as
participants in the life of their lgcal fTaith community
~-— the parish.

Dignity exnresses this spirit of acceptance in a

** gamuel Tenenbaum, "Carl R. Rogers and Non-—

Directive Teaching," in @Qn Becoming a P£erson: A
Therapist's View of Psychotherapy, by Cari R. Rogers
{Boston, MA: Houghton-Mifflin, 1961}, 303.

2> pyyl Tillieh, "You Are Accepted,” chap. in The
She.king of the Foundations (New York: Charles
Seribnmer's Sons, 1948), 161-162.
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poem printed in national and chapter newsletters. Each
of the first three stanzas tell, respectively, of the
author's rejection by parents, by employer, and by
friends. The lover alone embraces the narrator. In
the fifth stanza, as the narrator tells God that the
narrator cannot love himself because of his gayness,
God replies that love is possible bhecause God delights
in the gay author because God created gay people the
way they are, With this acceptance, human rejection
becomes a manageable problem.™’

A recent statement by the National Council of
Catholic Bishops defines the relationship between the
laity and their parishes, emphasizing the position of
parishes in church structure as the "...single most
important part of the Church, This 1is where the
mission of Christ continues."™ When the U.S. bishops
describe the parish as the setting in which Christians
minister to one another, they seem to emphasize this

concept of acceptance in their wvision of the parish as

2! Anonymous, "Does It Matter?,” (reprinted from

Dignity, Inc. and Dignityv/New Mexico Newsletters),
Dignity/Omaha Newsletter, April 1987, unpaginated.

#E  National Conference of Catholic Bishops,
Committee on the Parish, The Parish: A People, A
Mission, A Structure (Washington, D.C.: National

Conference of Catholic Bishops), 3.
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the home for the alienated and the poor.”"

Dignity: An Antidote to Rejection.

The interviews discussed in Chapter IV confirm the
fact that, without Dignity's support, many gay and
lesbian Catholics who find themselves alienated from
the Church at its grass roots level, the parish,
experience profound spiritual isplation as they find
themselves deprived of the comfort of the sacraments
because of the combined effects of prejudice and their

own human fear of hurt and the pain of possible

rejection or stigmatization. Consequently, many gay
and lesbian people, to fill unmet spiritual needs,
attend Dignity Masses. In contrast to the parishes

they left behind, "Most people who come to Dignity find
a worshipping faith community which makes them feel
welcome, feel important, feel needed and loved."®"

A San Francisco Bay Area gay man who attended =2
Dignity meeting reported that it was the first time in

nis life that he, as a gay man, had felt accepted by

#2 Ibid., 11i.
% Anonymous, "What Makes Dignity Happen?,”
treprint from Dignity/Baltimore Newsletter Spring,
1988) The Cardinal (Dignity/Cincinnati), unpaginated.
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the Church.®® Woods, discussing gays' and lesbians'
invelvement with Dignity, relates the observations of a
fifty—year-old male who finally returnes to the Church

through Dignity, where he could " ',.,.serve BGod...as

P uFtAs

the persan 1 really am. Yet another Dignity member

states:

I was born and raised Catholic. 1 went to a
Catholic grammar school and Catholic high
school...l knew 1l was gay since about five or
six years old....But at a certain point...!l
was told by my Church and people around me
that you are no good, vyou're not the same as
us, you're different than us. 1 knew in my
heart that...that's not true, that God still
loved me....l believed what 1 was taught,
that God made me in His image and likeness,
that I was welcome in the Church and I still
am. I was away from the Church for about 20
years,...I'm back...only because of
Dignity....and T =zan express my belief in God
and my religious wvalues that I can't do in a
regular parish....”™”

In the Detroit newsletter, a member comments
on Dignity's welcoming atmosphere and the relief, at
least in the milieu of the Dignity Mass and wvarious
social events, of not having to hide his orientation

out of fear of exposure and its serious conseguences,

5 Joe Halloran, Understanding Homosexual Persons:

Straight Answers from Gavys (Hicksville, NY:
Exposition, 1979}, 19.

4 Woods, Anpother Kind of Love, 117.

2% The Donahue Show, transcript #03277, 6.
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as he bad in the past. Also, the Detroit member

discovered that, in Dignity, he no longer bhad to fear
living in a straight world, by straight rules. This
individual Tound; in Dignity, a setting where gay

issues and events are coenly dislussed with the result
that his self-awareness as & gay perLon was raised.®"
McGraw shows how Dignity‘s emphasis on acceptance
results in spiritual growth instecd of “getting by" as
McGraw relates how he joined Dignity as & v, ..broken

and beat up... human being.®? In time, M:iGraw
recognized that much of his problem was anger "...8a% @
result of a faulty belief system regarding the nature
of the Church and God." In Dignity McBraw learned to
regard the Churcn as a mother who has badly injured
him. McGraw still loves that mother and now hopes to
talk with her a out the causes of thet pain, =0 others
will no longer have to suffer needlessly at this
=

parent's nands..

A lesbian mathematics teacher explains her view of

#e  pob Anthony, “Why 1 Love Dignity/Detroit: A
Guest Editorial,” Dignity/Detroit Newsletter, January
1977, unpaginatec.

#9 McGraw, Dignity/Detroit Newc letter, May 1984,
unpaginated.

ot L)

McBraw, Dignity/Detroit Newsletter, October,
1984, unpaginated.
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Dignity's significance:

Dignity, by its presence, educates, forces a

rethinking of issues, a broadening of
stope....Dignity provides access to our
history, to our literature and to our

culture...We have the apportunity to witness
for other gays who find Dignity as an
alternative to the bars, who find friends at
Dignity who share the same values....Through
Dignity I found a facet ot the church that

acknowledged that gays are...people. In
Dignity masses there are homilies that
address the lissues I Aface daily as a

gay....landlgive <courage to continue in my

small attempt to stand in witness to the gay

lifestyle....In Dignity, I am a reader at

mass and more importantly, a member of a

community.™"!

Brian McNaught, Dignity/Detroit's founder and
first president, by wverbalizing his struggle to accept
and convince others to accept his gayness, articulates
thbe ongoing agony of many other Dignity members who
continue to fight to integrate their spirituality and
their sexuality.  McNaught's story illustrates the
price many gay men and lesblan women pay before they
find a way to meet their need for acceptance.
Consequently, Dignity has regarded  McNaught as  a

spokesman, mailing copies of his autobiographical book,

A Disturbed' Peace to all U.S5. bishops. Even today,

P Apnonymous, "I Am a Person of Dignity,"

{(reprinted from Dignity/Tampga Bay Newsletterd,
Dimensions (DRignity/8an Diegor 17:% August 1988,
unpaginated.
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priests and counsellors recom~end this book to those
who approach them, ful., of fear and anxiety, seriously
confronting their sexual orientation for the first
time.

In the book, McNaught details his battle to come
to terms with a non—-helorosexual orientation. The
conflict ended on a gurney in a hespital emergency ro..”
after McMaught chased down a bottle of pills with a
bottle of paint thinner in an aborted suicide attempt.
While medical personnel pumped his stomach, McMNaught
resolved to stop trying to live up to others' expecta-
tions that he live as a heterosexual. Instead,
MeMaught concluded that, to survive, he had to accept

himself and admit his true sexual orientation.””

Dagnity as Part of the "Coming Out” Process,.

Many other Digrity members have survived experien-
ces just as harrowing and painful, although not told in
quite as dramatic a fashion. This struggle for self-
acceptance and acceptance by others, that commonly

ncludes traumatic rejection, is known as the coming

bt i 4

Brian McNaught, A Disturbed Peace: GSelected
Writings of an Irish Catholic Homosexual (Washington,
DC: Dignity, Inc., 19817, 3rd princing Feb. 19B&, 87;
McNaught, On Being Gay: Thoughts on Family, Faith. and
Love, Stonewall iInn Edition, gen. ed. Michael Denneny
(New York: St. Martin's, 1988), 12, lad.
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out process. Cohen and Stein explain:

Coming out refers to a complicated develop-
mental process which involves at a
psychological level a perscn's awareness and
acknowledgement of homobsexual thoughts and
feelings. For some persons, coming out
ultimately leads to public identification as
a4 gay man or lesbian....Coming out involves
stepping out of the metaphorical closet where
one's homosexuality has been nidden from
others and often even from oneself. A
parallel process is not possible for a person
who 1s heterosexual simply because there is
riect a similar need to hide heterosexuality in
this society.™”

Throughbout the coming cut process, gays and les-
bian persons must lay claim to previously rejected
aspects of self in the face of the hatred and mistrust
society directs towards gay men and lesbian wamen.™'”
Coming out entaile a number of risks ranging from the
shame, embarrassment, exclusion, and alienation
described earlier by Fornino, to viclence at the hands
of the individual's own parents.

Participants in an hour-long television panel
discussion devoted to the rising incidence of violence

perpetrated against gay and lesbian persons cited

@ Carol J. Cohen and Terry =} Stein,
“Reconceptualizing Individual Psychotherapy with Gay
Mean and Lesbians," in Contemporary Perspectives with

Lesbians and Gay Men, ed. T. 5. Stein and C. J. Cohen
{New York: Plenum Medical Book, 1984), 32.

@ Ibid.
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examples of parental viclence committed against adoles-
cent or adult gay and lesbian children. The panel
members, a Dignity officer active in an anti-violence
task force, and a lawyer who specializes in gay and
lesbian issues, told of instances in which gay and les-
bian people called the crisis lines in shock, pain and
desperation after coming out -- sharing the secret of
their sexual orientation =- with their parents. In-
stead of acceptance and understanding, these young gay
men and lesbian women encountered not just rejection
and anger, but severe beatings and subsequent evigction
from the family circlie and the only home they have ever
known. ™™

In such a situation, the lawyer in the panel
explained, the adolescent gay or lesbian can claim
iittle or no legal protection. They often have no one
to turn to for help except these in the gay community

who have either survived similar hostility or, who,

coming from a more supportive background with loving

A Kelly & Ca., WXYZ Channel 7, broadcast, August,
1989.
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and accepting parents and extended family,”'” possess
sufficient strength and self-confidence to assist those
in the throes of acute psychological or physical pain.

A Detroit Free Press article arguing in support of

a praoposed civil rights law that, had it received
legislative approval, would have protected gay men and
lesbian women in the state of Michigan, contained the
story of a 20-year-old college freshman who came out to
his parents. To the student's dismay:

They sold all of his clothes, boogks and

furniture, stopped sending him money,

veturned his letters unoperned, hung up when

he called and did mot pick him up fram

school...."My son has died,"” his mother told

him on the phone.™”

This type of rejection story, not uncommon 1n the
gay and lesbian community, shrivels the most stalwart,
self-assured individual's self-esteem. However, by
fostering an atmosphere of welcome self-acceptance,

Dignity provides & counterpoint to this damaging,

regative assault on the self. To some of its members,

M guch a family environment is described in:
Michael Reese and Pamela Abramson, "One Family's
Struggle," Newsweek 107:2 (13 January 1986): 55-58.
The subject is also discussed in: Barbara Kantrowitz,
et al., "Grawing Up Gay," Newsweek 107:2 (13 January
1986): S50-52.

aw Susan Ager, "A Homosexual's Place in a
Heterosexual Wworld," Detroit Free Press Detroit
Magazine, 29 April 1984, 27.
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consequently, Dignity is family, as this member
explains:

Dignity is, quite literally, my fTamily
and as such contains all that any family has.
As in any loving family we do not always
agree...But all are part of the family....
Reaching to Gor is attained by reaching out
to and through others [in the familyl....It
is pur visible testimony of the Holy Spirit.

It was through Dignity that I was able
to rcontinue a Jjuurney to OGod after a long
period of being in the wilderness. I have
been accepted for who I am, though sometimes

mat acceptance did not come easy. When 1
travel, I kpow that there is a loving family
in most large cities. When I have jovy,
there's a family to share it with. When I
have pain, there's family to help make it
possible to endure it.”"

In any case, Dignity members and friends nurture
ohe another through these painful experiences. As
Fornino faced the rejection of his fellow parishioners,
he recalls that Dignity members stood by bis side, and
so, through his pain, he acquired a deeper knowledge of
his own identity:

Finally I was free. It was out and I felt
good. No longer did I have to hide who I
Wwas. I found that there were people...who
would accept me for who I was. 1 could be
myself and I found I liked me....] tell the
story because it explains what [ owe Dignity.
Dignity helped me find out who I was and bhow
my religion could be integrated. Dignity
means a lot to me...l thank Dignity for my
lover whom I met at a Dignity meeting....

e Kelly M, "Our Dignity,"” Dignity/Houston

Newsletter, 15:9 September 1988, unpaginated.
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Dignity made me into a whole person....l can
never repay Dignity for all it has done for

st i g

me.

Paychologist and sex therapist Eli Coleman cites
empirical evide we to underscore the importance of
acceptance in healthy psychological adjustment of a gay
or lesbian individval. Coleman states:

No one can develop self-concepts such as

‘accepted,’' ‘wvalued,’ or "worthwhile,’' all

alone. One must take risks tao gain

acceptance from others.....0Once an individual
gains acceptance from a number of persons, it

ig much easier to withstand rejection, or

even indirect rejection by society.™”

Psychotherapist and theologian John J. McNeill
agrees that this process of basic acceptance of self
and sexuality is necessary for the gay or lesbian
person's psychological and spiritual growth,
development and maturity. McNeill agrees with Coleman
and argues that acknowledgment of one's homosexual
identity is a prerequisite for healthy growti. McNeill

outlines the major role Dignity plays in the lives of

its members in this way:

7 Fornino, “Thank You," unpaginated.

4% £1i Coleman, "Developmental Stages of the
Coming Out Process,” in Homocexuwality & Psychotherapy:
A Practitioner's Handbook of Affirmative Models, ed.
John C. Gownsiorek, 31-43. Research on Homosexuality
Series, ed., John P. De Cecco, Journal of Homosexuality,
7:2/3 (New York: Haworth, 1982.), 34-35.
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One of the primary functions of gay social

and religious groups 1is to provide the
‘accepting environment' in which one can
learn to accept and love oneself as gay.
Acceptance, originally denied us in the

family setting, is not something that we can

give ourselves; rather 1t is something we

give each other....Once a gay or lesbian

person Hhas become part of a community of

accepting friends with whom he or she can
share their Jjoys and sorrows as gay people,

it is much easier to withstand the rejertion

of other friends, family members, and society

without intense shame and guilt.”’

Those who at:end Dignity functions have begun to
take the first steps towards openly accepting their own
gayness, just as one's attendance at a gay or leshian
bar, as a rule, signals the individual's self-
identification as a homosexual person because such
participation is an attempt to achieve inclusion in the
gay and lesbian subculture. Because Nignity's official
statements, documents, and activities are specifically
slanted to the gay and lesbian population, an
individual attending a Dignity function realizes that
others attending this same activity as well as
passersby will probably autowmatically assume the

newcomer has a homosexual orientation. This up-front,

open attitude facilitates a self-acceptance that leaves

“1  John J. McNeill, Taking a Chance on (@God:
Liberating Theology for Gays, Lesbians and Their
Lovers, Families and friends {Boston, MA: Beacon,
1988), &8-49.
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little room for self-delusion or denial.

McNeill documents one of the common shared liminal
experiences of many Dignity members, the difficult
decision to attend a Dignity liturgy for the first
time. In the instance McNeill cites, it took a young
man four attempts to overcome his fear and anxiety
before entering the church. Attending the liturgy for
tne first ¢ime, McNeill reports, proved to be the
symbolic act that overcame the youth's other defenses,
allowing him to successfully address, in psychotherapy,
issues of self-esteem and self-acceptance.””

According to Brown, denial of true sexual
orientation is a comman trap for gay men and lesbian
women to slip into because of the fact that they
conc lude that they cannot possibly be homosexual
because they do not fit the image of the typical
stereotypes of the gay or lesbian.”” Brown argues that
this denial occurs because of the extent to which
various aspects of society still perceive gay and

lesbian people in a negative light. Educators belittle

or shunt aside gay and lesbian history, entertainers

“ lpbid., 68.

“J Howard Brown, Familiar Faces Hidden Lives: The
Story of Homosexual Men in America Today, (New York:
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 197&), 42.
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contimue to portray only repulsive cericatures of the
stereotypical drag queen or effeminate gay; lawmakers
and law enforcers see only the mug shot of the
homosexual as a criminal. Meanwhile, closeted gays
spend so much energy maintaining their straight image

that they dare not extend a helping hand to other gay

and lesbian pecople. Consequently, gay people may be
shocked to discover that they -— and other gay and
lecsbian persons -— do not fall into stereotypical

Ly iy

pigeonholes.

And the aver—-40 members seem to bhave a special
appreciation for Dignity, seeing it as, at long last,
an expression of honesty in the Roman church. One man
states:

You see, gays and lesbians of my genevration

had our capacities for love psychologically
impaired by a hypocritical spciety
and...church which advocated one set of

values and practised another....in order to
survive at all, we were farced into a denial
of our authentic selves, and 50 were
compelled to sacrifice our integrity at the
alter of hypocrisy....Dignity taught me that
I must be who I amj; that I cannot be what
some other person or institution thinks I
should be. Dignity taught me about something
1 had forgotten even existed: real love and
caring. Dignity confertred a sense of
belenging...l had never exparienced in my
iife. For the first time, I felt the freedom
te be who I was, and this feeling was so

““ Ibid., 42-44.
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overpowering that I am no longer willing to
deny wha 1 really was [sicl....l have
regained my sense of integrity....Dignity is
guiding me toward meaningful retirement years
in ways I wobuld never have been able to do by
myself., It is gratifying to know that these
vyears do not have to be spent in fear and
hiding as my formative and vyoung adult years
were, "™
Dignity may not consciously acknowledge, in its
literature, another important need that it meets:
providing positive role models for those just coming to
terms with their sexual orientation. Brown elogquently
describes the cognitive dissonance that some gay men
encounter when they tan no longer deny their sexual
orientation, but they cannot accept their gayness
because they fail to identify with the image of the
stereotypical, effeminate gay male, and they discover,
to their surprise, that to a certain extent, the
minority gay and lesbian community mirrors the
majority, heterosexual community. Brown states that
this is an area where gay groups make their most
significant contribution to the gay culture.””

After Brown publicly revealed his homosexual

orientation and spoke at a symposium on homosexuality,

“% John Carr, "#& Message of Love to my Community,"”
Bridges, {(Dignity/San Francisco), 11:2 February 1987,
unpaginated.

Lo dy

Brown, Familiar Faces, 43--45.
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Brown received a letter from a young male stating:

“You have shown me that being 'queer’' does

not mean that my life must be a succession of

gay bars, washrooms, and bathhaouses. If any

more of us had the courage to speak out, we

could accept ourselves and one another as

human beings."™”

Some individuals find, 1in Dignity, support for
their decision to build, sustain and intensify
committed relationships. Lewis quotes a Dignity woman
who explains Dignity's impact on her relationship,
"'Gince my Jlover and I started coming to Dignity (a
year agol), it’'s brought us closer together. It seens
like there's a warmness (here)'"“® According to Lewis,
this member felt a part of the Dignity community after
encountering a high school teacher at a Dignity Mass. "

Thus, Dignity members, in a totally
unsel fconscious manner, minister to one another just by
freely being themselves and delighting in the wvery

thing that society condemns them for: their gayness.

The same smiling, happy people who share the newcomer's

“~ lbid., 30.
“¢ Brian Lewis, "Bay Catholics Find Faith in
Dignity: Lay Organization Works far Church Aczeptance,”
(reprinted from Los Angeles Independent) The Dignity
Angelus (Dignity/Los Angelus), 20:3 March 1989,
unpaginated.

“% Ibid.
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same-ce4 orientation —— the same arientatiaon that, in
different settings precipitated a range of negative
experiences -- act as powerful symbols of people who
have found a niche in the life of the Catholic church,
Officers and members olan liturgies themselves, seeking
other gay men and lesbian women to read scripture,
assist in the distribution eof the Eucharist and perform
other liturgical roles. In some chapters, gay as well
as straight priests serve as chaplains or celebrants,
providing the ultimate role models and symbols of
acceptance to the Dignity members.

The Role Priests and Religious Play in Dignity.

Gay men and lesbian women value the presence of
those -onsecrated to (Guowd's service because, "For a
minister of God's Word to walk into gay society is to

proclaim that Christ belongs there."™ In turn, the
Dignity community lavishly showers their celebrants and
pastoral ministers with affirmation. Ranalleo, writing
as a Dignity chaplain, explains that, in ministering to

this group of bitter and wounded Catheolics, "Dignity

has touched and nourished each of wus in a unigue

we Peter J. Fink, "Homosexuality: f Pastoral

Hypeothesis, " in Theplogical Pastoral Resources: &
Collection of Articles on Homogexuality from a Pastoral

Perspective, &th ed., ed. Kathleen Leopold and Thomas
Orians (Washington, DL: Dignity, Inc., 19835), 23.
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way....0ur common ministry in Dignity is +that we can

Nt

heal others because we have been wounded so deeply.
However, ministry to the gay and lesbian community

is not a mission undertaken without the risk of

stigmatization to the minister, as Nugent points out:

The minister has to be ready to handle the
stigma that...is still attached to anyone who
becomes involved in helping homosexual
people. The minister will have to...cope
with suspicions, curiosity, personal
questions, insinuations, assumpticens, and
even rumours and gossip. {1 worked for
nearly three years on skid row, and no one
even once asked me if [ were an alcoholic!)
There might even be attempts at intimidation.
But if we...are sincere about wanting to help
heal some of tno pain and sense of alienation
that gay Catholics feel....We must even be
wil..ngy to share in seome o7 their oppression,
which does come to a minister who works
publicly with gay people.®"

Gay priests in the Bordisso study on moral

development of Roman Catholic priests indicate that

furger)

they rely on Dignity for support in their ministry.

Bordisseo's findings are corroborated in Gramick's

®1 John Ranallo, "Being the Church!" in Insight:
A Quarterly of Lesbian/Gay Christian Opinion G411
(Winter, 1980), 8.

e C. Robert Nugent, "Gay Ministry," in
Theological Pastoral Resources: A Collection of
Articles on Homosexuality from a Pastoral Perspective,
ed. Kathleen Leopold and Thomas Orians {Washington,

DC: Dignity, Inc.), 31.

il Bordisso, "Moral Cevelopment and Sexual
Orientation,”" 149, 175,
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racent work that specifically deals with gay and
lesbian priests, brothers and nuns.™ Gramick's work
differs from =zome other works on the subj)ect because it
includes the biographies of men and women who, while
Acknowledging their sexual orientation and all the
conflicts this entails, came to terms with their
commitments. And Dignity played a role in many of
these individuals' decisions to remain, not only in
their Church, aut in their regpective ministries. One
iesbian nun describes bhow Dignity members helped her
during a five year period while she recommitted herself
to her wvows."7 This nun, who regularly attends her
local chapter's liturgies explains,

Here I feel [ have something to give as well

as to receive. Since there are very few

women in this group, my presence is a support

to the other women, as well as a needed

feminine presence  in the group as a8

whole....For those whes are put off by media

stereotypes of gay people, this image of a

group of worshipping Christians concerned
ebout community, faithfulress, and service

i b

Jeannine Gramick, ed. Homosexttality in  th

Priesthood and the Religious Life. {(New York
Crossroad, 1989).

o

T

Sister Linda, "Gifts Given," in Homosexuality
in the Priesthooud and the Religious Life, ed. Jeannine
Gramick (New York: Crossrcad, 198%), 93.
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cam do much to change one-sided attitudes.™

According to the sociologist Wolf, gay priests
also find a special reward 1in ministering to the gay
communilty. It is a chance to drop the protective
facade many must erect in the presence of an
overwhelming majority of heterosexual parishioners.
Wolf states:

These priests reveal very important aspects

of their lives only with the utmost caution.

It appears that they hold strong personeal
allegiances to both the Catholic church and

the gay community, yet they are quite
unwilling to openly and simultaneocusly
taentify themselves with both groups for fear
of rejection....It is only in those
relatively rare situations in which the gay
priest can engage in active ministry that he
car. enjoy the highest level of personal

fulfilment.™”

However, not all Dignity celebrants are gay.
Thus, their reasons for invaolvement vary with the
individuals. Some priests and nuns participate inm
Dignity out of a desire to mimster to an oppressed

people. (Chapter V discusses other reasons for

ey

Sister Mary, "The Lost Coin," in Homosexuality
in the Priesthood and the Religious Life, ed. Jearmine
Gramick (New York: Crossroad, 198%9), 67.

e

James 6. Wolf, "Homosexuality and Religious
Ideology: A Report on Gay Catholic Priests in the
United States," chap. in Gay Priects (San Francisco:
Harper & Row, 198%9), 70.
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clerical involvement.) Regardless of the priests' and
muns'  motives, clerical involvement in  the Dignity
movement silently addresses the plethora of painful
encounters that gay and lesbian persons have endured in
the past and provides some minimal explanation for the
involvement of some of the priests and religious in
Dignity. The presence of the clergy as celebrants or
members of the congregation during liturgies, at the
subsequent social and dinner, acts as a healing balm, a
caring antidote that counteracts the hurt that, 1n the
past, drove so many Dignity members {from their parishes
and from the Church.

Thus, in a wvery real way, Dignity provides the
security and support for gay and lesbilan persons that
the parish filis for heterosexual persons. This is
true, even though Dignity falls to comply with the 1983
Code of Canon Law description of a parish, and,
considering the eviction of many of its chapters, the
slim chance Dignity now has of obtaining hierarchical
approval.

Nevertheless, Dignity/Detroit continues to provide
regularly scheduled services including a weekly Sunday
Mass and a weekly prayer service based on the Liturgy

of the Hours. The chapter also bhests a number of
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religiocusly oriented educational workshops and guest
speakers. It hosts an anmual weekend retreat given by
a carefully selected priest,. As in a local parish,
discussions on church law, on correct liturgy, and on
social justice occur at all levels.

Lempicki claims that Detroit has, in fact, become
a parish serving the specific needs of a minarity group
in the same way that many of this country's ethnic
pariches formed to unite their people.

Dissidents we are not. Unigue, we are,

just as...other congregations are celebrants

of their individuality. The Spirit of

Dignity remains the same; to join together to

worship God in community.™"”

Dignity's charism of e-centanro, recognized by
members and by its priest and nun chaplains, coupled
with an open willingness to act in a syupportive manner,

gives hope and peace to despairing and lonely gay and

lesbian persons.

¢ Jpe lLempicki, "Dignity as a Parish," In

Dignity Inc. Newsletter, July/August 1984, 1b6:4 1.
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CHAPTER IV

INTERVIEW DATA

If Dignity flourishes in the face of Vatlican
censure because 1ts  members find the acceptanco and
affirmation they seek, then this evidence should be
apparent 1n research conducted at the locai level.
This section of the research project discusses material
garnered from perscnal interviews with individual

members of the Digrity chapters located in Detroit and
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Ann Arbor, and in Toledo.

The findings presented in this chapter represent
the data from personal interviews with twenty-one male
and Five female Dignity members who are affiliated with
these three chapters. "o complete the study, another
group of six  respondents —-— priests and members of
religious orders —-- fall 1nto the category of chaplains
dealt  wibth  in Chapter V. ln addition a regional

bishop, and an activist in the Ann Arbor gsy and

leebian community consented to interviews, providing
additional ‘nformation and insights on Dignity. With
the exception of {our sessions discussed in the

methodolegy appendix, all interviews were audio taped.
Ethical issues regarding confidentiality are discussed
1m detail in the methodology appendix.

Chapters lncluded in the Study.

Dignity leaders, writing and speak.nyg at the
local, netional and regional level, underscore their
belief that the organization finds its strength in the
diversity of the make-up and character of its chapters.
The chapters vary from city to city, sbaped and moulded
by the members to fit their needs. Participant
observation at regional HODs, and interviews with

officers confirm that a considerable variety exists 1n
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the style and structure of these local chapters. Some
chapters ctress their members' sonial nerds. They have
never met on  Church property, and only rarely do they
gather +to celebrate a liturgy. Gther chapters, lite
Detroit, concentrate on liturgies and member s’
spiritual needs, while at the same time providing an
array of opportunities for social interaction. Some
chapters have merged with Protestant or secular gay and
lesbian groups. Still others take a conservative
stand, stressing the Catheolic component of thear
statements of position and purpose. The three chapters
included in this study reflect this diversity. Hhen
700 Dignity representatives from all over the U.S5.
gathered at the 1989 San Francisco HOD, the Detroat
chapter ranked as the fourth larc .=t in the country.
flurcrently, Detroit 1s the largest chapter 1 Morth
America that continues to meet on Charch property. A%
stated earlier, the Detroit chapter was one of a small
number of chapters at the 1989 San Francisco HOD to
voted against approval of an amendment to the Statement
of Position and Purpose that endorses the belief that
it 1= moral for gay and lesbian perscns to express
phyvsically their sexuality. Tz Detroit chaptler

president stated that he felt that the changes in the
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Gtatement of Position and Purpose were unnecessary.
The chapter presider.. has expressed the fear that a
assenting votes Ly the Detroit delegates might be used
by the ordinary to evict the chapter from Holy Trinity.
To express the Detroit leadership's oppousition to the
San Francisco amendments, an explanation of Detroit’'s
vote was published in its news.etter' and at the
general membership meeting of 15 October 1989.

The emaller Toledo chapter was evicted from its
home parish when its members refused to state

unequivocally that they agree with Church teaching that

homosexual activity is sinful, Dignity/Toledo now
meets 1n a Unitarian church, On the other hand, the
Ann Arbor chepter dicsolved, formally returning its

charter to the Region ¥ HOD in Detroit in Ortober 1989.

. Demographics.

age .

The twenty-one male members participating i1n the
study ranged 10 age from twenty-six to sixty—-three.
Specifically, two ot the members were in their
twenti1es, nine were 1n their thirties; six were 1n
their torties, two were in their fifties, and two were

in their sixties.

Dignity / Detroit Newsletter, October, 198%.
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The respondents alsoc  included five women who
ranged in age from twenty-five to seventy-five years of
age. Two of these women wera2 in their thivrties, two
were in their forties, while the seventy-five year old
woman  wWag  regarded by the males as the chapter's
matriarch.

Marital Status.

Four ot the male respondents had been marvied and
divorced, having fathered a total of elaeven children
among them, Unly one fTemale respondent had been
previously married, and she had borne =ight children
wheo had presented her with thirty-two grandchildren and
tweniy~six great grandchildren. One weman reported
that other member=s of her family were gay.

Seminary oy Convent Affiliation.

Four male participants reported a background of
seminary training, or some sort of formal aftfiliation
wirth a religious order, while one male repurted
spending many years in 4 boarding school operated by
priests. One female respondent spent ten years as o
vowed mffggr of a religious order. Another female
respondent reported an intense irvolvement with members
of a religious order of women. She attended a number

of retreats and activities during a periord wner she was
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considering Joining the order and reported that she
even thought of herself as a nun during this period.

Employment..

Means uf employment for both males and females
reflected the diversity, of the respondents. The
respondent group.included the self-employed, blue and
white collar automobile worker social service agency
and mental health workers, stock or hospital ward
clerks, school system employees, librarians, students,
hairdressers, media representatives, administrators,
compuler specialists, and health care professionals
(rurses and a physician). While one female respondent

had retired, two are students who also work part time,

one is a registered nurse, and two hold management
positions ~— one in a charitable agency and the other
in a majer caorporation. In order not to endanger or

inhibit ihe fragile rapport that must be maintained as
part of the participant observation process, questions
about annual 1ncome were omitted.

Religious Affiliatiaon.

The interviews revealed a broad range of
respondents’ religious =sxperiences. All of the female
respondents,  including one convert, are Catholic.

However, many of the  .men had spent time critically
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eramining the meaning of Catholicism in their lives and
experimented withh other religious options. They
reported participating in the gay and lesbian Christian
denomination, Metropolitan Community Churich, Twoe of

the women also stated that they had also practised

post-Christian religious rituals - crystal  and
goddess worship -— as part of their 1nvolvement in the
feminist movement, Four of the male participants

reported that they were not baptized Catholics. One
irdividual regards Roman Catholiciam as  a "phenomena”
that he feels attracied to becau~e of his interest in
academic research.’ An Episcopalian male who co  1dens
himself a Roman Catholac participates because
"o, .Christianity is episcopal and (ourl beliefs are
similar.”"’ A male Episccpalian liturgical musician
expressed kinghip with Dignity and with Roman
Catholicism because of the time he spends working as a
musician in Catholic parishes.”™ Another ma.ie reported
that he joined Dignity because he hoped "...tn meet
Dignity members...land]l enjoy Digmty’s soci1al and

spiritual activities. One respondent reported th:it he

“ Tape Male #3, transcript, 23.
* Tape tMale #5, transcript, 39.
“ Tape Male #&, transcript, 77,
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eventually joined because so many bar people’ he knew
respected Dignity because of {theird loving, caring,
tand] sharing."”

In or Out of the Closet.

Male members' willingness to share information
about their sexual orientation with athers =-- the

degree to which the individuals conduct their lives in

or out of the closet —— wvaried considerably. At one
end of this continuum, some males reported that they
concealed completely their sexual orientation from all

but the most trusted friends and relatives. A few male

respondents enjoyed, for all practical purposes, lives

of complete openness with the majority of their
friends, family and employers. All of the women felt
that they were out of the <Closst to some extent. (e

woman reported that only a very few members of ba2r

family knew. All of the other women who repovted that
family and close friends knew about their =sexual
orientation. Only two of the women said they had told

thelr emplovers and co-workers about their sexual

orientation.,

™ "Bar pezople’' is a referrnce to those who

participate in the subculture of the gqay and lesbian
bare and other c¢ources of night life,
“ Tape Male #17, transcript, l42.
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Participation in Other Organizations.

A number of the respondents in the research
project reported active participation in various gay
organizations including groups supportive of patients
with AIDS. The respondents also belonged to many well
kmnown groups that focus on gay and lesbian civil rights

and similar issues as well as the Society of Gay and

Lesbian Anthropeologists, Evangelicals Concerned,
Integrity, and Gay #lcoholics Anonymous. Farticipants
aleo reported involvement 1n organizations that do not

focus onn gay and lesbian issues. These 1nciuded state,
local, and national poiitical parties and soucial action
organizatians, a Christian psychological assocration,
Alconolics Anonymous, Adult Children of Alcoholice,
Overeaters Anonymous and MENSA. Tt vespondents’
participation 1in these organizations may 1ndicate a
willingness to work for the betterment of otheras.
.Also, the respondents seem to want to attend to the
work meeded to put their lives 1n order and, thus, to

achieve greater self-respect.
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Level of Participation in Dignity.

Individual male respondents’ level of
participation in the three Dignmity chapters ranged from
irregular attendance to a commitment of many hours of
their free time every week to help out with the
organization. They serve on committees, volunteer for
activities such as helping with refreshmerts, acting as
Eucharistic minister s, lectors, or commentalors at
Dignity Masses. Six of the male respondonts have held
or presently hold office in their local Dignity
chapters.

The female respondents reported similar variations
in levels of activity. One woman reported only a
mirmimal involvement because of her profound feelings of
anger with both Dignity and the Church at large. She
stated that she 1is opposed to investing any time or
energy in structures that she describes as male-
dominated. However, this woman's anger did not
preciude her from pressuring other wemen to increase
their level of activity and commitment to Dignity.”
This same woman reported irregular attendance at the

Sunday liturgy.” Three of the other women either had

7 Field Notes; 16 April, 23 April 1989.

[N}

Tape Female #2, transcript, 177.
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served as officers or as committee chaitrpersons. Wit
one exception, all of the women had participated in the
liturgies to some degree during the research period,
serving as acolytes, lectors, commentators, w1
Eucharistic Ministers.

On  the surface, irregular participation and
attendance at Dignity liturgies might seem to indicate
a member's disinterest in the orgenitzation. tlowever,
this may not be ithe case. In the c¢course of Lhe
research, 1t soon became apparent that, for some of the
participants, &ven irregular attendance at liturgies or
social events was difficult., For them, even occasional
attendance irnvolves a seriocus commitment of a large
block of time and energy each week. These men and
waomen travel some two hours from their haome towns or
suburbs to a Dignity meeting in arnother city. Thig is
particularly true in Michigan and Ohio. The membership
for the three chapters whose members ~ere involved in
the study includes individuals from as far north as the
central Michigen city of Lansing, to as far south as
central Ohkio. In addit.on, a number ot members risk
encounters with immigration officials as they journey
north to the U.8. from cities and towns in southern

Ontario.
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Most male respordents said they bad participated
in Dignity for a period of time ranging from two to =ix
years. One, however, has maintained his membership for
twelve vyears. The newest member to take part in the
survey had Jjoined only four months befeore the resea-ch
interview occurred. Women had maintained membership
for periods of time ranging from four months to fifteen
years,

Respondents' Experiences in Local Parishes.

Just as the literature review established that
many gay and lesbian people encounter hostility and
rejection at the parish level, the interviews confirmed
that many of the respondents turned to Dignity some
time after their negative experiences in their local
parishes.

Only three of the male respondents have remained
active in their local parishes. On the other hand,
other respondents reported election or appointment te
vicariate, diocesan or archdiocesan committees or
councils —-—- responsibilities that would have demanded
intense involvement at the parish level. A middle-aged
respondent reported that he found himselt barely
¢clinging to his religion because, during his late teens

and early twenties, not only was he condemned for his
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sexual orientation, but a2 priest advised him to avoid
any contact with other gay men and to remain celibate.
This man was told to date and to fall in love with a
woman as a cure for homosexuality.” The respondent did
meet someone, and dated her regularly, hoping to fall
in love. He recalls:

1t didn't work....I didn't warnt to break this

poor girl's heart. She was beautiful. I

finally broke wup with her. She suffered

.v..5he was very, very broken....For me it

was painful becsuse I hurt her.'”

Arnother male described parish life this way:

(My spiritual life without Dignityl was less

fulfilling because (I was]l not at home or

accepted in a regular parish. I felt like an
ocuteider and I knew that if they knew about

my (sexuall orientation, I would not be

accepted. '’

A divorced respondent recalled an encounter with
his parish priest that occurred about a decade ago.
The respondent had sought counselling when he first
acknowledged his gayness and realized that his sexual

orientatiaon was threatening his marriage. He reports:

1 was active in the parish up to the time of

my divorce. The pastor was unsympathetic
when 1 revealed my gayness. He only
compounded matters. This priest was

“ Tane Male #10, transcript, Sl.
'Y Ibid.
*' Tape Male #16, transcript, 137.
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alcoholic and gay and haomophobic. He told my

wife 1 was sick and sinful. Later, I was

shunned, so I left the parish for Dignity.'"

Ancther respondent left the Church at age twenty-
three, only to return to Catholicism later through
Dignity. This person reported that he bhad left the
Church for a8 vyear and a half because he felt he could
never be a part of a family-oriented parish. He also
said that he felt that there was no place for a
sexually active gay or lesbian person in such a parish,
He reported that he never encountered any motivation or
concern expressed for him or others in his parish who
were not raising children. Further, this man felt a
void in his spiritual life when he fully realized that
he couldn't change his sexual orientation. At this
point, he recalls, the full impact of the Church's
condemnation of homosexual acts settled into his
psyche.'”

A male who served as a lector in a suburban parish

reported that be joined the Catholic charismatic
movement. During this period, be felt that his
sexuality was negatively affected because of the
movement's emphasis on celibacy. In his parish, he

Y Tape Male #18, transcript, 147,
'Z Tape Male #14, transcript, 67.
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carefully avoided any reference to bhis sexual
or ientation because he feared social ostracism.’”
Another man reparted intense involvement in
liturgical plaming in his parish in addition to
involvement at other levels of church administration.
He stated:
Until Dignity, my spiritual life was separate
from the part of me that was gay, which
didn't have much of a spiritual side. The
non—gay [part of mel attended church,
received the sacraments, and [(took part inl
the family and community life (of the
parishl. It was like I was two separate
people. '™
Some respondents finally achieved a sense of
balance in their spiritual 1lives when they decided to
simply avaoid the Sacrament of Reconciliation. A
middle-~aged woman reported that she stopped going to
confession when she was twenty-seven years old becaus:
she no longer considered same-sex genital acts as
sinful. Her attempts to conform to Church teaching bad
created too many innmer conflicts. She explains:
Before...l1 just...did what the rule books
called for, I didn't argue and [ didn't
question. That's where I was having a
problem. The Catholic faith said, "Hey, what

are you doing with that lesbian lover of
yours? You're not supposed to be doing that.

*“ Tape Male #15, transcript, 71.
'Y Tape Male #6, transceript, 105.
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You're going straight to Hell.® I didn't
believe it for a minute. However, I wanted
to keep going to this church, but [ didn't
want the Church telling me 1 was going to
Hell when I brought it up....I'm not going to
confess it any more. I just don't see it as
a sin,'®

A woman describes as "powerful" her experiences as

a member of a Black Catholic parish. Laity were
encouraged to "co-celebrate" with the priest at the
altar. However, her relationship with that parish

turned sour when she turned to the pastor for guidance
in dealing with her sexual orientation. She recalls:

I remember sharing with him [(the pastor] at a
retreat that I was gay and it was, like, who

cares. Not who cares good, either. Just,
let's not talk about it. I felt 50
incomplete. It was like "we can't deal with
it.” There is so much prejudice thrown on

(Blacksl that they can't deal with problems

other people have. They can't see that it's

hard for us as gay people....Ilt's not just

Blacks, I've seen a lot of people wha just

can't deal with the fact that you're gay...it

just wouldn't be talked about.'”

This woman regarded friends' denial of her sexual
orientation as particularly painful. She reports that
she perceived friends' rejection of the reality of her

sexual orientation, as a rejection of her as a person.

She also feels that, in a mixed group, gay and lesbian

i1

Tape Female #1, transcript, 1&67.
'? Tape Female #3, transcript, 198.
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people are expected to spend hours talking about
heterosexuals' children, lovers, or spouses, with no
mutual reciprocity in the social interactions:

You can spend...three hours talking about

somebody's kid, or what you're doing at

school. But...no one asks how you and your
lover are getting along or [if you'rel
feeling good together.'"

It is important to realize that not all of the
respondents only reported negative experiences in their
relationships with their local parishes. Many of the
respondents reported positive experiences.
Conaequently, these respondents have contributed their
time and talents to their local parish. It is
interesting to note that all those who reported these
positive experiences held office or some leadership
position in their chapter and in their parish at the
time of the interviews or in the past. A male reports
not only a perceived attitude of acceptance in his
contacts with the Church, but actual cooperation 1in
making contact with Dignity:

1 knew [thatl if I called the diocese, I

could get information about Dignity, and so I

did....I never felt alienated. I never Telt

bad L[aboutld my being gay. A part of

accepting my gayness has been through the

Chuvch. Some have been alienated through the
Church. I can't relate to that because I

' Ibid.
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came out through
through Dignity.'"”

One officer feels

Dignity's Sunday

his local parish where he

eucharistic minister, commentator

member . *'" His experience,

MchMaught's pre-coming out

perfect front to all those he encountered,

in this statement:

All my experiences in
very positive.,..The people
closest...including the
was ygay because there was a
where [ was killing myself |
expectation that I was

the Church.

that b
Mass actually duplicates his

serves

whiich

struggle®!

the Church

pastor,

a saint,

I came out

.S participation
wor k
as a
s ang
Closely

to present

have been
I worked with
were told I
point in my life
iving up to the
a goody-two-

shoes 1image. 5o I told them because I wanted
to be myself and not have to try to prove
anything to anyone. One woman [in the parish
whom he told]l was in tears,. Her sister is
lesbian and she was so glad 1 had the
confidence in her to tell her. ['ve been
blessed as far as that [reaction] 1is
concerned. ™"

One member, in fact, chose to convert

in

in

lector,
parish council

parallels

a

is reflected

to Roman

12

Paper Male #2, interview notes, &.
7 Tape Male #9, transcript., 108.
¥' Brian McNaught 0On Being Gay: Thoughts on
Family, Faith, and Love Stonewall Inn Editions, gen.
ed. Michael Denneny {(New York: St. Martin's, 198B8), 5-

14,
mrn Tape Male #9, transcript,

94

112-113.



Catholicism as a part of his coming out process. This
is a reversal of a sequence of events that, according
to the interview data in this project, all too
frequently sees Catholics leaving the Church because
they cannot reconcile their sexuality with Church
teaching.

At the time of my entry into the Church, I

was dealing with the whole issue of
sexuality. 1 came out, and had my first
sexual experience a year later. I came to

the Church....in 1973 that was progressive,

and made up of people willing to act on their

faith. I mever felt oppressed, although I

describe myself as a cafeteria Catholic, and

Dignity is a very important part of my

life.””

B. Patterns of Meaning.

The interview data were used to evaluate the
significance of Dignity in the lives of its members.
An open-ended interview format that concerned several
aspects of individuals' invelvement 1in Dignity and the
influence they felt Dignity exerted on their lives was
used. Several patterns emerged during the course of
the examination of the members' respeonses  to  the
interview questions that revealed Digrity's meaning to

the study participants. Consequently, the interview

data presented in this chapter have been arranged to

(e

Tape Male #12, transcript, &2.
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reflect these wvarious categories of reaning that
consistently appeared in  the individual members'
autoblographies, These categories include: (1)
acceptance; (2) cammunity: sought or found; (3} Dignity
as a source of assistance couring the coming out
process; (4) social aspectsy (3) noticeable positive
changes; (46) supportg (7) spirituality or religiosity;
and (8) Dignity as a source of healing.
Acceptance.

When seeking to overcome the pain and rejection
experienced at the local parish, a number of

respondents reported that they found they were able to

meet their need for acceptance and belonging in
Dignity. As discussed earlier, acceptance is a
critical factor necessary for the growth and normal

development of the human personality.

The full realization of the kind of opermnese and
freedom that exists in Dignity and canmmot exist, at the
present time, in a parish defines for some members the
value of Dignity in their lives.

Sunday liturgies are really nice. We

reaffirm each other that we are good

people...loved by 0BGod....This could not
happen either in my suburban home parish

or....where 1 work because of my somewhat
secret existence. I wouldn't risk
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erposure.’ ™
The strongest image of acceptance was articulated
in a description by a female respondent who said:

Dignity is 1like a mother, gathering her

children around her. The Church should be
like that....Jesus...didn't come for the
people that are well....Christ's message

wasn't for sexual purity as it was for loving
one another and caring for one another...The
more pious they are, the more superior they
feel, the further they get from Jesus'

e,

message.” ™
A male who is rnot sexually active explained what
it is like to be included in Dignity:

[In Dignityl vyou feel like a part of

something. Like you belong. That's
important for me because [ didn't feel like I
belonged anywhere...l finally found some

place where I'm camfortable, that accepts me
and [ accept them. The people that ['ve met,
that ['ve made a friendship with are so
impartant to me after not having friends for
so long. They accept me, and for me, having
a problem with intimacy, you're not hitting
on me all the time, that's a big relief.*”

The respondents perceive, in Dignity, both the
ftuman and the divine aspects of acceptance:

Finding Dignity was for me Tfinding the
solution and the answer. It's like God
accepted me the way 1 am,..finally, I found a
big family that doesn't matter if I'm a fag
or a queen or whatever. They love me the way

#4 Tape Male #16, transcript, 138.
™Y Tape Female #95, transcript, 214.
Flda Tape Male #1, traﬁﬁcript, 10!
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1 am. I can pray with all these others 1n
the way that ! am. I don't have te put up a

fronmt, '
Giving and receiving this precious gift of
acceptance by other human beings is accomplished

through repeated 1nterpersonal interactions bitwueen old

and new members. It is passed on by the genrzral
Dignity membership to all, even those who are aust
visiting. A former Dignity officer recalled how he

found acceptance in the group by volunteering te help
ore of the counci1l members., He said:

I was on (this member 's] committee. I helped
him. 1 was here with him a lot when
he....put a Lot of work into [Holy Trinity's
community centrel. It was an oputlet for him
and...sometimes.,..he would talk to me like a
narmal person. And it helped me to feel
accepted by him. And then I would meet octher
people who accepted me, not on & sexual
level. That was such a relief for me.'™

In the newcomer to Dignrity, this acceptance Dby
others seems to facilitate, in turn. the process of

self-acceptance:

What [Dignityl has done for a lot of pesople,
makes them comfartable with themselves. It
has said to people, "You are acceptable in
the eyes of God and the Church...{you arel
good people who feel good about themselves."
That's the important thing Dignity does. It
allows penple to accept themselves where they

“” Tape Male #2, transcript, 1S.
“? Tape Male #1, transcript, 5.
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are because there is an arganization that
doesn't condemn them. Some of them want, and
are, part of the Church. They want to be
Catholics. Here they ctan be C(Cdatholics and
love and accept themselves.®™

Acceptance TfTar several of the members involved,
specifically, the acquaintances and friendships with
priest celebrants and members.

The positive effect of relationships with the

clergy bas helped me to accept my self, my

gayness, and the Catholic faith and how they
cou'd be integrated....The clergy support us

-— but we are a great support for the clergy

who are gay.™’

This acceptance provided a sharp contrast to this
man's experiences in his local parish. "People," he
said, "are immediately accepting. It's not like going
to a normal Catholic Church service where everybody
noik

went, but never said anything and left.

Community: Sought or Found.

Digrity members find themselves articulating an
awareness that acceptance by other Dignity members
signals their inclusion into what they define either as
community or famiiy, as one man explains:

I can be among people who share the same
feelings, thoughts and ideas about sexuality

¥ Tape Male 10, transcript, S2.
Y Tape Male #B, transcript, 103.
®' Tape Male #10, transecript, 49.
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-..it's not threatening, [it'sl an easy
feeling.™ ™

One respondent, explaining how his life in Dignity
had changed because he was no longer a solitary person,

stated:

fThe big difference in my life has beenl
people with whom I can share a spiritual
search, people with common experiences that
strengthen ocur own faith,. Being a Dignity
member, at times, when one feels at the end
of one's rope, oane can remember that there
are more Dignity members out there, that
we're really a family and that there are, out
there, others going through the same thing
you are. That's a way of gettimg you out of
a bad situation that looks desperate.”

One of the lesbian women reports that she and her
lover Jjoined Dignity specifically because they were
having difficulty coming to terms with their sexual
orientation:

Up until that point T knew I was a lesbian

but I hadn't really firmly said, "I'm a

lesbian™....I always thought I would meet a

man and be saved....Dignity has done a lot to

help me accept my sexuality and to feel good

about who I am and not to feel ashamed or an

cutcast or a deviant or a pervert....to this

day I fee! very loved by the group itself.”"

One male formerly belonged to twoc large parishes -

- his and bhis parents' -- in different suburbs,.

9 Tape Male #14, transcript, &7.
Y Tape Male #13, transcript, 132.
Thes Tape Female #!, transcript, 138, 1&0.
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Eventually, he e2bandoned his active role 1in both
parishes. In retrospect, he contrasts Dignity with

these parish experiences:

I didn't feel in touch [in the parishesl]. 1
was losing heart going to church. With
Dignity, I can have my spirituality...l can
go to church and be among gays and lesbians.
It's kinda like a community...it's a once—a-
week recharge. [ joined to feel at home in a
community in a church atmosphere.™"

[Dignity] put me...inteo a Christian community
where I have things in common with [othersid.

This gives me a context in which to
experience myself, other people, (whilel
encountering questions, fand]l formulating

)

answers. It's provoked my thinking.
One of the men and one of the women perceive this
sense of community in terms of a safe haven, saying:

Dignity provides a safe place where [ can be
encouraged by other gays who are involved in
worship and spiritual asctivity.””

The female describes the safe haven of Dignity:

{It's al] safe place to come and not feel odd.
[Wel could romance in the church if we wanted
to. To be with other gays and lesbians with
no ridicule....is a wvalidating statement:
"I'm gay, these people are gay and we're
celebrating Mass" It's a positive thing. 1
fee]l worse off if I don't come.™™

U Tape Male #4, transcript, 29-30.
A% Tape Male #6, transcript, 85.

Tape Male #5, transcript, 40.
Ty

Tape Female #3, transcript, 1%6.
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The awareness of family or community extends to
Dignity members in other chapters, so that some
individuals visit other chapters when travelling.™”
Frequently, the heavily involved study participants
also describe the regional HOD meetings as an

experience of extended family.

Assistance During the Coming Out Process.

As discussed earlier, the coming out process is a
significant and frequently traumatic event in the lives
of gay and lesbian persons. The literature revealed
that Dignity played a role in the coming out process of
a number of individuals. The interview data also shows
that many of the respondents reported that Dignity had,
to some degree, facilitated their coming out. 1In fact,
some of the respondents counsider their membership in
Dignity a critical -- and positive ~-- part of their
coming out experience.

This is exemplified in the biography of pne male
respondent who stated that he learned about
Dignity/Detroit through a friend who was a member of a
Dignity chapter in another major city. He recounts his

fears when first attending. "I didn't go to communion

Tree

Tape Female #1, transcript, 160,
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Tape Male #11, transcript, 2.
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the first two times. I didn't want to be seen.” It
took this man several tries before he could attend the
social for the first time. When he finally succeeded
in joining the crowd for the social, he could only stay
for a few minutes. Eventually, though, as a result of
his attemndance, though, this man made a friend who
served as a mentor, guided his gradual entrance into
Detroit's gay and leshbian community, The new mentor
and friend told him which restaurants and bars and
businesses the gay and lesbian community patronized.
His mentor took him to some of these places, until he
felt comfortable enough to go on his awn. The mentor
also served as a source of informatlion, providing basic
information that would help this newcomer to feel at
home within this community that would gradually become
more important to him as he become more comfortable
with his gay identity.”’

Young heterosexuals do not have to go out of their
way to find similar information they need to adapt to
the straight culture becsuse it is passed on through
the family. However, gay and lesbian people have to
struggle to acquire their history and codes of conduct

almost individually, unless they find a supporting

@ %

Male Interview #4, interview notes, l-2.
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community such as Dignity.

Other members' recollections of their first
encounters with Dignity underscore McNeill's findings
that Dignity does, indeed, play an important part in
the coming out process of some individuals, For
instance, one male explained why he called a halt to
his extensive involvement in heterosexual parishes. He
reported that he did not withdraw because of a negative
experiences. He stated that he felt that his needs as
a gay person simply exceeded the resources found in the

milieu of a traditional parish. He said:

Joining Dignity coincided with my own
acceptance of [myl sexuality. When 1  was
geing to church elsewhere, there was a

missing ingredient, the feeling of belonging
somewhere, but [ couldn't put my finger on

it. So, I was going to church and not
feeling a part of it., Dignity helped me with
accepting myself because there are role

models for me in Dignity. (1 likel the fact
that it [Dignityl is an accepting community
and that I can meet a broad spectrum of
people who do all kinds of work. And for me,
it kind of normalizes my sexuality. UWhereas
I might feel out of place in a regular
church, I don't here. It's 1important in
seeing that gays and lesbians have normal
lives. It [Dignityl was a normal atmosphere
to come to...it helped me accept myself and
also it has shown me that vou can talk to
someone....it helps me normalize the whole
thing so 1 don't feel strange about my
sexuality or that it's odd. (At Dignity]
we're in a normal situation.””

“¥ Tape Male #4, transcription, 30-31.
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A former charismatic stated that he felt that
Dignity "meets a need when [you'rel coming out because
your [same sex] relationship is recognized and

[T

valued. Another respondent notes the continuity of
members that constitutes an effective network that
incorporates newcomers. Eventually he, too, became
part of Dignity and this network. The male states, "I
have come a long way in accepting my sexuality and I
can help others who are dealing with the same

problems.

Social Aspects.

In the interviews, several respondents said they
rely an Dignity to fill a number of basic social needs.
Dignity offers a space where individuals carrying the
common thread of sexual orientation can meet, pray
together, and just have fun together in "...a place of

TR =]

bretherhopod, a place of sisterhood.... A non-
Cathplic respondent thinks of Dignity as providing

"...a place to meet gay Christians."“” A Catholic male

attends Dignity retreats and social events because they

“¥ Tape Male #15, transcript, 70.
“" Tape Male #15, transcript, 73.
“ Tape Male #13, transcript, 130.
““ Tape Male #6, transcript, 76.
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‘+..enable (mel to get close to a fine group aof
people."”

A common response to the question about “Ymost
treasured memories” was the reply that the respondents
especially valued Dignity's social aspects: the
friendships and relationships initiated and maintained
in Dignity. One woman stated that she cherished the
friendships she made in Dignity more than anything
else. "I've met some wonderful, dear people that are
closer to me than my blood family,"""

Many members differentiate the social
opportunities Dignity provides from the primary forum
that gay and lesbian people utilize to meet other new
gay and lesbian people —-—- the qay bar scene. These
respondents explained:

When I jJoimed Dignity, [ only knew it was a
group of gays who gathered to go to Mass and
meet people. I didn't know what it was
about. Dignity was part of my coming out
process. Not being a bar person, I did not
know or have many opportunities to meet gays.
Dignity has brought me farther in four vyears
than the prior seven to eight vyears when I
initially began coming out. It gave me an
opportunity to meet a let of gay and lesbian

people in a context out of a bar, where you
only have one kind of a relationship. You

“7 Tape Male #17, transcript, 143.
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can't establish friendships in the bar
scene.”

It's ([Dignity is]l] a great context to meet
people 1in. You're meeting a whole person
rather than going to a bar. Here, fLat
Dignityl vyou meet people because they're
talking to people you know and that's the way
to meet people. Cruising vyou do slone.
Rather than my need for sociability and
conviviality, it's been my nmeed for mating

that takes me cruising. Here, people are
talking to each other. You don't see people
standing by themselves. People get

imvolved. ™"

People come here to meet those they have
something in common with,...If there wasn't
Dignity, the only thing left is the bar
scene. That's 0.K. 1've met lots of people
Etherel. But no one to form a relationship
with. Also, the bar scene can be real rough,
What's in common with those vyou meet in a
bar?™’

Ovne woman, who is not now inveolved in a particular
parish, attends the Dignity Mass whenever possihle,
despite her feelings of anger towards the sexism she
sees in the chapter. She says:

Orne thing [ like at Dignity...is that T know
more people at Dignity than I do [elsewherel
...there is a real warm fTeeling when 1 go
down to church. And when I go [elsewherel, 1
know maybe three or four people...[whol shaow
up once in a while, but I don't really know
many people at l(other parishes], so when I go
there, 1 just come and go. There is very

“Y Tape Male #8, transcript, 103.

B Tape Male #12, transcript, &0,

®! Male Interview #4, interview notes, 7.
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little communication. (At Dignityl I can say
hello to friends."

However, not all the respondents believed that
Dignity's social aspects enrich their lives. A few of
the respondents reported that, initially, they had
waliked away from Dignity because they encountered
unwanted -~- and apparently unexpected -- sexual
advances. 0Other respondents stated that they
joined Dignity searching for a more meaningful
religious experience, They complained that they felt
that there was too much emphasis on socializing, They
charged that the chapter leadership and the membership
tolerate cruising during liturgies.™"

One young respondent  vividly recalled the
difference in the way he was treated by the members at
two different stages in his life. He describes
himself, when he first joined, as overweight and
unattractive -- and ignored. After a period of self-
improvement he joined again. He was astonished at the
way members reacted to him. Although he does feel
flattered by the attention he receives, it also fills

Nim with anger when he thinks about his first visits to

E?

Tape Female #2, transcript, 181,
®2 Tape Male #18, tramscript, 147.
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Dignity. He recalls:

1 was not greeted and treated well.
Meanwhile, my appearance improved and the
same people who snubbed me earlier now fawned
on me and this upset me,™™

Another member recalls:

I got scared off [at first]. 1 was groped
during the Kiss of Peace when we were all
standing arcund the altar. It was a sexual
advance and 1 thought it was 1improper
sanctuary conduct.””

Noticeable Growth.

Some respondents measure Dignity's influence on
their lives by the changes they have observed in their
outlook, attitudes, or behaviour since they Jjoined.
One respondent, a former officer, recalls that when he

first joined Dignity, he was shy and withdrawn. Today,

he 1s an outgoing and respected member of the
community. Dthers at Dignity often turn to him for
advice.™ Another member, who also successfully ran

for office, has lost 113 pounds. He said:

(Dignity has helped mel just to accept myself
and to accept others. When 1 started, I
weighed 289 pounds. In the whole process of
accepting myself, 1 bave learned to take care
of myself and do good things. [ lost weight
in a sane and sensible manner...['ve grown

W% Tape Male #35, transcript, 40,
™ Tape Male #8, transcript, 102,
T Tape Male #1, transcript, 4.
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emotionally. My firat love affair with a man
was through Dignity. It meant a lot of
struggle and pain. I never felt that before.
Mow I know what people talk about when they
talk about being in love.™”

However, other patterns of personal growth strike
the beneficiaries as profound, if not always noticeable
to friends, acquaintances and family.

Dignity...has been a turning point. At
first, 1 started to feel good about myself
and to value my complete self, not Jjust my
sexuality. I could 1like myself and see
myself as good and not feel guilty about
that....before, it was all [ could do not to
think about men —-- especially when around one
who I was attracted to, because I believed it
was a sin., Once [ said, "That's 0.K. to be
attracted to other men," it has freed me to
have good relationships with other men.™"

Dignity as a Support Group.

Some respondents acknowledged that they wvalue
Dignity because of the acceptance, community, sccial
and religious needs it wmeets. They also view Dignity
as a type of peer support group that provades
affirmation and personal strengths that help the
individual cope with the world outside of Dignity. In
one case, this support involved surviving the divorce
>

process.”™ Another member explains how he based

VA
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further attempts at rnetworking with other gay men at

worT k

said:

on the social skills he acquired at Dignity.

I joined because 1 needed a new outlook -—-— a
support group and to meet other peocple.””
Dignity has given me a support group of peers
that I have a lot in common with, whether we
acknowledged it or not, not only sexual
{commonalities] but religious. [Nowl I'm on
the (Gayl Pride Committee and three of us
work at the same auto plant. You find all
these common threads and the more you deal
with people, the more you find out about ‘'em
and you continuously expand vyour support
group, your network of friends.”?

He

This is corroborated by an officer 1in a different

chapter, who feels that Dignity gives him the support

he needs to remain within the Church.

Dignity serves a support function....there
are people whose faith 1is dangerously on a
string and they are about to lose faith. If
vou go deep enocugh, to find out what's really
going on, you find out that they really
believe in Bod...in all the basic truths of
Catholicism....the problem 1is that they've
been kicked so hard by the hierarchy....and
discriminated against, that they fight hard
to separate the real Church from the
admir.istration or governing part of the
organization.”™”

Dignity: A Provider aof Healing.

One group of respondents seem to have found

more

“” Tape Male #9, transcript, 108.
“!' Tape Male #9, transcript, 119.

*" Tape Male #13, transcript, 133.
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solace and reinforcement from their ties with Dignity
than any other. This group consists of thase who have
suffered abuse of some kind. Initially, a few

respondents reported that they began attending Dignity

because of friendships formed either in Alcuholics
Anonymous or Bay Alcoholics Anonymous, When several
respondents spontanecusly repor ted instances of

physical, sexual and psychological abuse by parents, by
male and female religious, and in one instamce by a
spouse, a Qquestion about abuse and alcoholism was
inserted into subsegquent interviews. Some of the
respondents spoke of the pain inflicted by an alcoholic
parent.

One respondent stated that, as he came Lo his
earliest realizatian that he was gay, he bad to face
other painful realities: that he was also both the
child of an alcoholic and an incest survivor, As a
result of beatings and irncest, he has thad to address
the fact that he is afraid of men. In his interview,
he described flashbacks., He states that he believes he
survived because he developed multiple personalities
that may blur the memories of when his drunken dad

.-« Tuined averything." This man feels that

participation in Dignity has belped heal many of his

il2



psychological wounds. He says:

Being

invelved, doing things has helped

me...To get involved, I started doing
physical thimgs [at the Dignity social ¢to

help

out likel rinsing out [popl cans.

People would hang around and talk to vyou

while

they were helping you and you were

helping them. And 1t was the working
together that I{brought] back [the feeling
that we were togetherl 1like family -- only

Dad

wasn't there to ruin everything....A lot

of people are like me. And they came out

iater

way .

knNow

in life or they come out in a different
We don't know how to socialize, we only
how to sexualize....Just to sit with

somebody and talk on a non-sexual, non-
threatening level is something we've got to
learn. And a lot of us didn't learn how in
puberty because we were expected to fulfil
roles and we went overboard.”"

This man faced difficult tasks. In learning how

to cope,

he relied on groups such as Al Anon and Aduit

Children of Alcoholics. He describes some of the ways

he coped:

Al Anon...helped me to define my spirituality
and then I came to understand that Dignity 1is

one

cef the ways that I express my

spirituality. Not the only way. I feel that
personally, for me, there is a myriad of ways
that I express my spirituality. ....Dignity
has given me a way to express my spirituality
and Adult Children of Alcoholics was showing
me who [ was, that I could accept myself and
that I could be proud to be gay and Catholic
and a member of Dignity.””

This

respondent may well have coped with the

#2110

Wta e

Transcript, 11.

Transcript, 3-4.

113



continuing memories of pain and rejection with
involvement in Dignity. However, over the years, his
realization of Dignity's relationship to the Church may
have caused additional pain, and may have added to the
feelings of rejection he is trying to overcame. The
question then arises if the images and memories of an
abusive parent the injured child yearns to love are not
somehow deeply linked with the images these respondents
hold of the Church., Some of that imagery is present as
this respondent speaks of the Church that does not
embrace l1ts gay and lesbian children. He says:

When I first joined Dignity I thought ...the

Catholic Church was {sponsoring] this
organization, and they want vyou to be
Catholic and they'll accept vyou because
you're gay...l realized this year...that the
Church does not have us. We may be
Catholiecs, but the Catholic Church does not
embrace us....We are noet part of this

Church...One day the Church will embrace gays
and lesbians and say, "Come back, we were
wrong,"...Damn it, it should because we are
good, worthy people and we should be
included. We are the Church. Mot the
buildings.”™

Another male spent manmy yvears in a boarding school
operated by priests. While there, he was subjected to
repeated sexual abuse. He states:

My uncle was a priest —— my first love. I
seduced my uncle, but I was brought up by

“® Transcript, 7-8.
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Alcoholics Anonymous. At present, his lover is serving

time orn charges of homosexual rape. He describe his

him, I often spent time with my uncle in
seminary..,.land after hisl ordination. I was
in semimary but dropped out because of my
Jayness. I call Dignity my family, my
peuple. I have no other family in this
ceuntry. I was brought wup for 10 years 1in a
Jesuit bearding school. Age &-146. In  that
bovarding school, bhomezexual sex was not a

sin, It was very much practised. Among the
priests. And with the students. If we
wanted A’ grades, you better be nice to the
priest when he came into your vroom. If he

asked you to take your pants off, you better
take 'em off. And that was routine, So when
the Pope comes up to me and tells me that I
am a sinmer, he has to prove to me that he’'s
nat a sinner, because the boys were innocent
...l'm uncomfortable with it when the Pope
starts talking that we are sinners, that we
are wrong.”"

Another respondent started attending Dignity

more of his people he had met ‘:hrough

background this way:

Both my mother and father were gay. 1 was
raised in a three-adult household. All three
were gay. My mother's mother was also gay.
All these people were married. 5o marriage
wasn't terribly unusual....My father died of
falcoholisml...l know my Tfather's sister has
described to one of my daughters what I think
my father's sister felt was abuse...My father
didn't like me, was the way [ kinda phrased
it. ((He hitl me only in normal punishment
circumstances., He did not care for me [and
my] non-macho personality. He was very much

C1én

Transcript, 18-19.
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in the leather group himself.””
Another male describes how the other members of his
chapter helped him to overcome the effects of
psychological abuse. He says:

My father was an abusive parent....if someone
did something wrong, he beat all four of us
to make sure he got the right orne....[For a
lang timed I hated everything in the world.
Arnd 1 could tell vyou Iin ro uncertain terms
every thing and every one I hated,. And
someone said, "How long are vyou going to
carry that heavy lpad...it'll keep getting
heavier”...l thought about that for a long
time and I decided I no longer wanted to du
that. And Dignity has enabled me to get rid
of a lot of negative feelings that 1 have.

And our chapter has been very, very
supportive of me. We're a very affectionate
group.”™”

Another male stated:

My father i1s an active alcoholic. There was
ne physical abuse, but heavy psycholoeogical
abuse. it aftfects you no matter how vyou
distance vourself from it because their
attitude is so different with their drinking.
[t affects their lives so greatly and it
controls their lives and, in a way, it
controls vyou. You adopt a different role
than vau would otherwise as a child in a non-
alcoholic family. I was never physicaliy
beaten, but I think the psychological mess
was great. Dignity has just helped {(mel to
see that there are other men, and women who
have accepted themselves and have lived
through it.""”

“7 Transcript, 27
“® Transcript, 321.
“? Tramscript, 36-37.
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One woman suffered

psychological abuse. She

battored child,” and tells

friends that

age of three, that she

ruining her mother's life.

her mother

is so hard for kids
We
What to
perfectly. I screamed
she said, "If you want
out to the kitchen."
was holding me...When I
told my mother (about
didn't believe me.
married this man...then
bedroom with
she got him
[She saidl 1

it
it labusel].
to use.

was trying
She explains how Dignity bas
I have a lot of friends

men fine, I'm just not
‘em, I think I was

penises when I was a kid.
try and make

the only one to

And 1 was so proud of saying

from

she was unwanted.
Wwas

She recalls

don't know what
Say. i

When 1

his hands under
out of there and bawled

physical, sexual

describes herself as

how her parents told

They told her,

", . .damned to hell”

to stop her stepfather from abusing her:

to say anything about
terminoloqgy
can remember
for my mother. And
to talk to me, come
Well, I couldn't, he
was eleven, [ finally
the abusel, but she
was thirteen, she
she fournd him in the
the covers. Go
me out.

it

to ruin her life.
helped her:

Lat Dignityl] I like
sexually attracted to
chased by too many

[My wunclel] wasn't
out with me.

nert

“no

e

Transcript, 324-328.

i 8

Transcript, 329.
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Religious Aspects.

Members use Dignity as a means to satisfy a
variety of religious needs. Some traditional Catholics
tfeel the Sunday Night liturgy in Detvoit fills the
mandatory Church obligation requiring Catholics to
celebrate with their community. On the other bhand,
others cherish Dignity because of moments during the
liturgy when they become aware of "...unmity and
community” in the worship act.”

One officer has observed individuals using Dignity
as a vehicle either to maintain a relationship with the
Church or to rebuild a relationship shattered by some
of the negative experiences discussed earlier.

[Dignity best servesl not people like me who

come to Dignity with an established spiritual

life, but those who are coming back to the

Church after vyears and vears. And here,

finally, [theyl bhave {found some place where

they have felt comfortable fenoughl to enter

into the life of the church,””

After exploring several other religious
traditions, including Eastern mysticism, one woman who
bhad converted to Catheolicism and subsequently left the

Church stated that belonging to Dignity gave her the

feeling that she could, once again, be Catholic. In

7" Tape Male #6, transcript, 6.
79 Tape Male #8, transcript, 106.
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essence, she returned to the Church through Dignity,
which affords her the opportunity to be a practising
Catholic while continuing an ongoing search for
religious and philosophical truth.”®

Wamen: Minority Presence Within a Minority.

It is difficult to explain why more women either
do not participate in Dignity, or attend once or twice
and never return. A group of women that the researcher
encountered in preliminary field work attended, in a
body, one Dignity Mass during the course of the study.
A& number of the individual women in the group privately
egxpressed support for Dignity as an organization. Some
of the women appeared to fear overt participation 1in
any group with a gay or lesbian identity. in
conversation, the 1individual women also stated that
they greatly feared exposure as lesblians because
erposure of their sexual orientation might affect their
employment, professional standing, or custody of their
children.

However, other dynamics that explain the paucity
of female participation in Dignity may be operative,
and these factors are evident in  the reaction of this

particular group of women to the research project.

““ Tape Female #4, transcript, 210.
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These factors include a fear of exposure that borders
on parancia, the desire to maintain a controlled group
that bholds the power to approve or reject potential
participants, and a very real elitism that seems to
isolate these women from other, mare open, factions of
the gay and lesbian community. For instance, one
woman, in cancelling an appointment for an interview,
stated:

I am not like those people at Dignity. They

don't care about themselves. I am a
professional...and must maintain
relationships with many women who are

)

professionals,”™

Reaction to sexism and the negative effects of
dealing with an all-male power structure surfaced
throughout the course of the research project. In
fact, during the time in which the interviews with the
women took place, the Dignity / Detroit leadership
addressed one woman's complaint that Dignity itself was
perpetrating sexism through a lack of inclu=sive

janguage, the use of women in the liturgy as tokens,

and inappropriate representation of women in  the
liturgy. These complaints surfaced after Dignity/
Detroit's mase celebrating the chapter‘s fifteenth

anniversary.

e

Journal notes, June 1989.
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An angry telephone call resulted in a meeting
between the chapter president and & number of the
women. The meeting was called to allow women to voice
their concerns and to then find ways to make changes if
needed. As a result of the discussion, =2 women's
concern committee was formed. When a newly elected
vice president spiritual director took office during
the summer, he was able to work with the women and
slowly to begin to use inclusive language in scripture
readings, and where possible, in other prayers and
hymns .

While the chapter leadership was struggling with
the challenges presented by the women, two events
highlighted the struggle of women within the Dignity
structure, and also show how, in a short period of
time, the attitudes of the dominant group —- males --
may have changed. The Region V HOD convened in Ann
Arbor in May. A line item on ‘he agenda included
discussions on attempts by the membership to decide how
to meet the needs of women. Dignity's naticnal vice
president, a female, listened attentively as a the male
representative of chapters in the four-state area
explained what they felt upset women. Interestingly

enough, the men's opinions took precedence. The
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chairperson seemed hesitant to recognize women,
although the discussion centred on their needs. That
evening, the delegates participated in Mass, The Mass
was concelebrated by a Catholic gay male priest and an
Episcopaliian woman priest. At the national convention
in San +rancisce, delegates voted on two slates of
officers that met the Dignity/USA's requirement for
gender parity. The Mass at the national convention was
also concelebrated by a male and a female priest. When
the Region V HOD reconvened in Detroit in October,
another discussion centring on  women's CONCErns
occurred. Only this time, the women spoke first, ang
the males did not attempt to speak for the lesbian
waomen. Although a male priest celebrated the HOD Mass,
he waore a vestment adorned with the names of the major
female figures in the Hebrew Scriptures.

The Anniversary Mass incident in  which a female
Detroit member complained about sexism became, in terms
of this research project, a case in point in how
Dignity attempts to address the problems it encounters
as part of its daily living.

The wamen sometimes struggle to explain their
relationship with Dignity, In some cases, other

leshian women so reject the Catholic Church that they
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will not even set foot on Church property lest someone
construe that action as an endorsement of the Church's
paternalistic, sexist power structure.”’™ Such an
attitude can serve to cut off female Dignity members
fram other women in the gay and lesbian community.

One of the respondents cited Dignity's history as
a predominately male group discourages participation by
women, especially when perhaps only arne or two dozen
women attend a meeting with eighty to one hundred

males.””

Summary.

The interviews of lay Dignity members have shown
that Dignity, in the eyes of the respondents, clearly
meets many of its members needs, The respondents have
told how they have found acceptance, community, and
much more, Many see, in Dignity, a surrogate of a
rejecting parish or family. Others who merely sought a
place to worship, found instead help in their attempts
toe accept themselves as healthy gay and lesbian
Catheolics. In addition, it is interesting to naote how
the Dignity members seem to have chosen, as officers

and leaders, those who have expressed in these

7* Ann Arbor Female, personal communication, 1987.

P

Tape Female #1, transcript, 163.
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interviews, a positive relationship with the Church.

This may be one of the strongest indications of the

respondents’' desires to remain within the Church and a

source of strength for the group.
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CHARTER V,

INTERVIEW DATA

A PASTORAL. VIEW OF DIGNITY.

In order to guard against presenting a biased
image of Dignity based only on interviews with members,
several priests and members of relijious orders who
minister to the Dignity community were asked to
participate in the study. The original methodology
would have utilized the chaplains' expertise as trained
professional pastoral ministers to check the validity
of the lay respondents’ interviews. The questions were

designed to uncover any pastoral observations and
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experiences that enabled the respondent chaplains to
argue that Dignity meets some significant needs of the
gay and lesbian Catholic community.

As the research project progressed, however, it
became apparent that the chaplains' roles involved more
than commitments of time and energy to either celebrate
a liturgy or to present seminars or lectures as needed.
Most of the respondent chaplains reported that they
risked loss or damage to their professional careers if
their involvement with Dignity became public knowledge,
Nevertheless, they often attend Dignity liturgies on a
reguiar basis, spending two or three additional hours
at the social. Quite frequently, they visit and counsel
individual Dignity members, giving some of them
instructions in preparation for the sacraments --
according to the Roman Rite -- as well as sharing meals

with the group, as described in Chapter V.
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Description of Chaplain Respondents.

The bishop and the six chaplains who participated
in the study have each been actively employed in
professional ministry through their dioceses or
religious orders for at least ten years in any number
of Church-related positions such as parish work,
teaching, or administration. They come from dioceses
in Ontario, Michigan, and Ohio.

As the study progressed it became evident that
some of the priest respondents regularly Jjoin the
congregation at Dignity's Sunday wnight Mase. They
come, not only to minister, but also to address their
own religious and social needs. The study interviews
revealed their perception that, at Dignity, they could
find refreshment and renewal. Some of the chaplains
share the same sexual orientation as the majority of
members and participants at Dignity —— and a similar
array of ethical dilemmas. These gay chaplain
respondents reported that Dignity provides them with
support, acceptance, and a religious and social
opportunity for interaction with like-minded gay and
lesbian brothers and sisters.

To protect these respondents' identities, little

else can be revealed about their backgrounds, current
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pastoral assignments, or areas of specialization.
Those who formally devote their lives te religious
ministry within the hierarchical structure of the
Church form a relatively small, exclusive, and
shrinking population. Certain data could possibly
identify the respondents te their superiors or
ordinaries, placing them under threat of disciplinary
action. Therefore, despite the Tact that two
respondents did provide oral or written permission for
the release of their names, their identities will be
concealed as completely as possible.

A few of the chaplain respondents doe hold paid
memberships in one Dignity chapter or another. This is
one way that they can underscore their support of the
organization. Two chaplain respondents helped organize
the Ann Arbor and the Toledo chapters, respectively.
Two currently serve as chapters' chaplains. The
priests who participated in the study celebrate Mass,
hear confessions, and administer other sacraments
within the context of the Dignity community as needed.
All  the ministers provide counselling, spiritual
direction, religious and liturgical education. To
facilitate outreach, all respondents maintain some

degree of presence in the community at socials,
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dinnera, and other functions.

Length of Time Ministering.

The duration of the chaplain subjects' involvement
varied with the individual and ranged from attendance
at a few liturgies prior to the celebration of only one
Mass, to many years of work with the Dignity community.
One chaplain became involved at a chapter's first Mass,
and continued as he/she assisted members in the process
of chapter formation, and through fifteen years of
peace and stability. This chaplain helped the chapter
as it tried to define its position on sexual ethics in
a reply to its ordinary, and, later, when it received
notice to leave its home parish., This chaplain helped
celebrate that chapter's Exodus liturgy at its last
Mass on Catholic property, and continues to celebrate
for them in their new home in a Protestant church. In
one case, ministry included service as the chapiain
appointed by the ordinary to the gay and lesbian
community.

The subjects reported that their ministry with
Dignity commenced in a variety of ways. However, those
who minister to Dignity realize that they have been
carefully selected by trusted Dignity members or

officera. Often, a first invitation to celebrate Mass,
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and later, to take a place in the rotation of
celebrants, occurred as a result of a friendship with a
chapter officer or a good working relationship with
Dignity members and the chaplaiﬁ. On occasion, those
in the core celebrant group have introduced their
priest friends to Dignity. One priest invited five of
his Ffriends +to say Mass for Dignity. Another
chaplain's fifteen-year-long involvement began with a
student's invitation to attend a Dignity Mass,

Rationale for Involvement.

Although the reasons for subjects' involvement
varied with the individuals, in general, the chaplain
respondents repor ted experiences that roughly
paralleled the lay members' categories of meaning.
However, to raflect the unique experiences and insights
of this particular subject population the categories of
meaning have been altered to include: (1) ministry to
the oppressed; (2) spirituality; (3) pastoral views of
benefits to members; (4) negative aspects; and (5) the
effect that Dignity had on the subjects’' own lives and

on their ministry.
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Ministry to the Oppressad.

Some respondents stated that a concern for the gay
and lesbian community as an oppressed minority drew
them into this work. They saidi

Any group that is...opeanly persecuted
...alienated..disenfranchised...from the
Church and from society should find a home in
the Church first. I look upon the homosexual
person in the Church as the anawim -- God's
little one's...the Old Testament word for the
despised ones of the community...that nobody
wanted...those were the very ones Jesus came
to offer salvation to...I've looked wupeon the
gay community as being those people that
nobody wants, including the Church. So, here
I was in a position of 1leadership being able
to offer the gay community a home within the
community.?

I %hink it's an important group in the

Church...it's a needy group....that
identifies itself and is willing to identify
ite=~lf as a minority. It needs support in

what they are about. In their worship. In
their understanding of God...they are kind of
like the poor who say, "We're here and often
enough we aren't accepted by other folks and
we don't want to be rejected by God. And we
know we aren't,"®

Dignity's status as an oppressed group struggling
to survive seems to have endeared it to its regional

bishop. 1In an interview, Bishop Gumbleton, said®™:

* Transcript, 248.

® Transcript, 235-236.

? Written and oral permission was obtained for the
use of Bishop Gumbleton's name in quoting from relevant

interview material.
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I feel about Dignity as I would feel about
any group that's oppressed. What always
pleases me is the fact that people who are
oppressed become aware of that and develop
enough consciousness about it that they're
willing to struggle against their oppression
and their oppressors, And this bestows or
calls forth from within them a dignity that
otherwise can be destroyed: a personal kind
of dignity that each of us has as a human
person. If we're oppressed, then our dignity
is diminished, Cand] can sometimes be totally
destroyed so that we give up any sense of
being self-determining, being free and
independent, which we're supposed to be as
adult persons within the Church or within
society. Here is a mechanism for people to
use to struggle against their oppression and
overcome it and achieve a sense of worth, a
sense of dignity. I find it very pleasing to
see and experience this.”

Spirituality.

Some of the chaplains explained how they felt
nurtured and enriched by presiding at a liturgy where
they could sense the joy and enthusiasm of the Dignity
congregation, which centrasts markedly with the
liturgies celebrated by the heterosexual communities
the chaplains usually work with. Fram the pulpit, one
celebrant preceded his homily with an expression of
gratitude for the privilege of ministering to Dignity,
explaining publicly the depth of his spiritual
experience during Dignity Masses, and stressing that

priests, too, need to participate in a community such

“ Bishop T. Gumbleton, transcript, 274.
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as

Dignity where they, too, can be affirmed

nurtured.”

part of the congregation —-- joes in the pew

and

Two priests who sometimes worship anonymously as

their participatiom

It's more prayerful and spiritual than when I
celebrate...it's more like work when you have
to celebrate. You have to worry about the
ministern and the lectors and all the other
things what a pastor has to watch out for
...[At Dignityl there's a real community
spirit as well as the attitude that people
want to be there. In a parish...Catholics
..care there because it's the law. The
spirit of Dignity is much better. There is a
better presence...a willing attitude to be
part of a community and to pray together.”

Spiritually, it has given me a sense of
community...there are times when I come down
to Mass simply because there is something
very wonderful about the Dignity Mass and
praying with the same people [as a communityl
for ten years....landl...community is one of
the mairnn goals of Christianity...being part
of a faith community is essential.”

Another chaplain subject reported a desire to

-— explain

act

the Church's voice, stating that the Church must

speak to the gay and lesbian people who are not called

to live a celibate way of life:

® Field Notes, Dignity / Detroit, 19 November

1989,

* Transcript, 259.
7 Transcript, 292.
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I would be part of Dignity to be visible to
the gay commurnity as someone who ia Church,
who believes in Church, who loves the Church
more than anything else in the woild...so I
can speak [to gaysl and say they are loved.®

Some chaplains indicated ¢that they based their
involvement with Dignity on decisions they have made
when determining priorities they will maintain when
allocating their time, talent, and ministerial skills.
One said:

CDignity) provides good worship....it's a

very active liturgical community....people

are present at the liturgies. They look,

they listen...they want tc be there. That's

not at all the case in many places on Sunday

..there is a community sense there...people

do sing, they respond...l don't know how that

affects people's spirituality individually,

but as a community...that is what liturgy is

all about...It's not just people praying for

themselves...they are there to (be a part of]

what's happening, rather than drawing
something off for themselves.”

One chaplain began working with Dignity as part of
a search for a more meaningful ministry. Twelve years
ago, the diocesan social justice director invited this
chaplain to concelebrate at the opening Dignity Mass
and to preach the homily. Five priests joined in the

concelebration of that Mass, which was attended by

seventy gay and lesbian men and women. The chapter was

® Transcript, 315.
? Transcript, 2346-238.
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organized that evening, and the priest's offer to act
as chablain was accepted. In looking back at these
years of ministry the chaplain says:
What pleases me most about Dignity is seeing
people who take their Christianity seriously,
who make consistent and effective efforts to
reach out to others and who are close to BGod.

Occasionally one runs into flakes, of course,
but the overall excellence is amazing.’®

Pastoral Reaction to the Dignity Experience.

Some chaplains come away from a Dignity Mass so
awed that they find it difficult to comprehend the
hierarchy's opposition to Dignity. They explain:

Dignity has proved to be a profound

spiritual, psychological, and social
experience, Dignity members are the most
deeply spiritual people I've known. There

have been true miracles of grace as members
minister to one another and help new peoplr
coming into the group.®?

(Dignity invelves] all those things that help
us to understand vho we are, who God is and
how we relate to each other and our fellow
human beings....pecple are genuinely
concerned to create a community of support
...{and] a strong service component which is
a major component of one's spirituality.
They've got enough people to make a big
difference in Trinity Parish, and they do.'®

How can we, as official church, say no to
this celebration of the Body of Christ? How

1® Correspondence with author, 11 July 1989.

** Ibid.
% Transcript, 237.
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can we say to the gay peopie that they are
not a part of the Church when we see what's
geing on here...when you aee the spirit of

God s0 working, s0 very alive, so
celebrating? The Body of Christ -- it's
there!*®

One chaplain who pafticipated in the study sees
Dignity helping its members find a place in the Church,
as this respondent explained:

It bhas given a sense of self-respect and

dignity to its members and allcwed peocple to

understand that, as homosexuals, they have a

legitimate place within the Church....Dignity

gives [this gréup ofl] the oppressed a chance

to struggle against that oppression...and to

achieve self-worth.*

Another chaplain explained that, to many, Dignity
is part of the coming out process that they gradually
outgrow as they finally come to terms with their sexual
orientation. According to this chaplain, these people
use Dignity to gain self-acceptance as gay and lesbian
people. Subsequently, many decide they can survive in
their own parish, and come to feel that they are no
longer in need of Dignity's support. They acquire
their own sacial circle of gay or lesbian friends. In

a sense, they grow up,; and, for better or worse, they

abandon the Dignity Mass for full parish participation.

*® Transcript, 316-317.
*“ Bishop T. Gumbleton, transcript, 271%.
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This chaplain states that guch individuals no longer
feel the need for "the womb of Dignity." On the other
hand, this chaplain reports that other chaplains have
confided tales of several successful suicides of young
people who had no support in coming out. Consequently,
this chaplain is glad to see that some individuals have
made Dignity their main social group.*® The chaplain
explains:

This is their one night of really having
friends...the only social group Cforl many
people who are single...alone...struggling to
find community...Dignity can empower people
...giving C[theml the opportunity to be
involved with other people instead of staying
home in an apartment, crying themselves to
sleep, or attempting suicide.®

This chaplain's views are confirmed by another
respondent who praises the sense of community that
would allow people to band together:

People are genuinely concerned to create a
community of support C[in Dignityl. Judging
just from the community sense that's there,
my feeling is that certainly individuals
would feel very much at ease in calling for
help or sharing just that need to talk. Or
fasl] a place to celebrate, not just
religious things, but life itself.*”

And it is within the context of this community

*S Transcript, 896.
t4 Ibid.
*? Transcript, 237.
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that one chaplain has seen members acquire a sense of

self-acceptance:

People come into Dignity afraid. You know
many people are warking through [serious
problems. At Dignityl there's laughter,

there's Jjoking. There's all kinds of things
going on. But there's always some people in
that group for whom there's a personal agenda
that's not out there to be seon...they come
to terms with their own gayness. Coming to a
level of self-acceptance (is] perhaps item #1
on the psychological agenda for this person.
More importantly perhaps than looking for
intimacy...they're still seeking
comfortableness with their own identity.®

To the gay priests in the survey, Dignity also
provides a support community. One chaplain states:

[To mel the attitude of being a member of a
community [helpsl. Obviously, I'm not the
only gay priest in this area, in the world,
and we feel a great sense of camaraderie
between us. If it were not for that, 1I'd
really be struggling. I gQet the camaraderie
not only from fellow gay priests, but from

Dignity as well. I know I'm not ir this
alone...Because of Dignity and the
camaraderie of gay priests, the struggle is a
lot easier. I can't understand how anyone

would survive without that. When I ercounter
them, I encourage them to join Dignity.'”

In short, most of the respondents have come away
from their contacts with Dignity impressed at the
effect it has on its members. One in a leadership

position said:

‘R Transcript, 293-294.
'* Transcript, 268.
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Their [Dignity members'l involvement could be
a way of their beginning to feel better about
themselves and their relationship with the
Church, which is what I see happening....Il've
seen some of them [Dignity membersl feel much
more accepted and commected with the Church
through Dignity as they participate in the
activities of the parish where...a number of
them go.®°

Nagative Aspects of Dignity.

One respondent was included in the study because
of his long-time support for Dignity. However, during
the course of the interviews, this chaplain stated that
he had become disillusioned and disappointed with
Dignity. The chaplain offered this explanation for
refusal to celebrate Mass for the local Dignity chapter
that he helped start:

I think they've blown it. They continue to
want their own exclusivity to the point of
sacrificing inclusivity. They want to be
included (in the Church3, but only an their
own terms....They want their own, closed
celebration of the Eucharist...there are some
in Dignity because of the religious element.
That is not true of the mainstream. It was
my hope that Dignity would offer an
alternative to that [gay bar and health clubl
life style....[Dignityl can be that. When
homosexuals get together, they don't have to
be on the make. They can get together simply
to enjoy themselves gathered around God's
word to experience their humanity...not their
genitality,=?

®° Bishop T. Gumbleton, transcript, 271.
“Y Transcript, 235.

139



This chaplain expressed a feeling of
disappointment that Dignity did not meet his/her
expectations. The chaplain said:

Usually, these people [gays in parishesl]l seem
a lot more healthy than Dignity members.
They seem to be much more sexually assured,
they seem to be much more mature. I was
always struck by the immaturity of most of
the members. Their willingness to be silly,
to play games of he—said-she-said and to call
each other a bitch....Membership in the early
days [of Dignity] tended to be younger. Now,
it's [an] older [groupl...and part of the
immaturity has to do with Dignity becoming a
meat market kind of place where you make
contacts for sexual liaisons.®™®

Another chaplain who had only celebrated once at
the time of the interviews, seemed to agree with the
disillusioned chaplain's perception of Dignity as a
factor that fragments the Church by pulling gay and
lesbian people out of their parishes. As a pastor,
this chaplain wants the gay and lesbian people within
his canonical jurisdiction to participate in his parish
regardliess of the emotional toll they have to pay,
which has been discussed earlier, This pastor
explains:

[Dignityl segregates. It pulls away from the

main body of the Church. I think it should

be a support system...Dignity doesn’'t do

that....It takes in and holds and keeps its
people,. It doesn't encourage [(them]l to go

“® Transcript. 250, 254.
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back®®,...[In my parishl, I recognize the
relationships of homosexuals. I encourage
them to be a part of the community...landi
the general population...these same people

belong to our parish, here. I know whe they
are, they know I know who they are, And
they're committed. They are our couples

.-s«That brings real joy to my heart...They
go to Digrnity on occasion...l 2ncourage gays
to be there, to be in attendance, and to be
involved. They don't go broadcasting that
they're in a homosexual relationship. They
obviously cannot talk about it.=®¢

The segregation that this chaplain refers to may,
in fact, be similar to the «cultural differences that
were celebrated in the great ethnic parishes that arose
during the waves of immigration to the U.S. and Canada
and still persist today. This raises the issue of
whether Dignity is actually a gay and lesbian cultural
expression of Roman Catholicism. Bishop Gumbleton
seems to open that possibility in explaining how
varieties of cultural expression in the Church must not
exclude others:

A cultiral expression of the faith within the

Polish culture or a black culture that would

be different from the cultural expression of

the faith within an Italian culture....If you

are frem a different ethnic background...if

you speak a different tongue...you might not

find that liturgy attractive...but if vyou
decided you wanted to go, and you wanted +to

22 Transcript, 318.
2% Transcripc, 313.
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learn the language, you should be welcome.®®

And, indeed, apparently the Dignity Mass, as an
expression of the gay and lesbian culture, is unique
enough to upset the unsuspecting straight person who
perhaps may never have seen —- or thought of the
possibility of —— such a large gathering of gay and
lesbian people openly celebrating in the context of a
faith community. From this point of view, Dignity's
role in slowly breaking down negative stereoctypes
becomes evident. Gumbleton explains:

Sometimes, when pecple come to that
particular Mass at Holy Trinity, and it
becomes apparent to them that a sizable
number of the congregation are homosexual,
sometimes those people, if they tend to be
homophobic, became upset, alarmed —- whatever
word you want to use -- it depends on how
strong their reaction. And sometimes I've
received letters of complaint or concern, and
I'm sure the Archbishop bhas also. When we
have, we've explained to the person
contacting us that this is a scheduled Sunday
Mass, they're welcome to come -- so are gay
people welcome to come, just as they should
be welcome at any Mass. We don't exclude
them or demean them in any way, the gay
people that are at that Mass. So we support
their coming. So we explain that.
Generally, people are satisfied with the
explanation once you put it to them in terms
that the Mass is there for every person, for

every Christian, every believer. And we
can't say no to these people. We certainly
don't want to. And we can't and be
consistent with our own bzliefs as

“= Bishop T. Gumbleton, transcript, 275-276.
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Christians....They [the straight peoplel
accept (this explanationl and begin to
understand...better than they did before.®®

Dignity's Impact on the Professional Minister.

One of the chaplains who helped found a chapter
explained that involvement with Dignity had increased
sensitivity by forcing him / her to focus on perceived
persenal failings as a ministier:

It brought me into contact with the other

side of the coin, the dark side, of people's

prejudices...fLand) with my own limitations

and prejudices. I didn't realize how

prejudiced I was. I learned I have a road to

walk myself in becoming more tolerant of

other people.®”

Thig prejudice, the chaplain confided, included a
very real feeling of repulsion when confronted with
some aspects of gay and lesbian lifestyle and
oehaviour, and his fears that he would be labelled by
parishioners as gay if he became too involved socially
with the group. The issue arose when the chaplain was
invited to attend the dinner-dance which traditionally
follows the Mass that highlights the regional HOD
meetings that the local chapter was hosting. The

pastor now regrets this decision not to participate in

the function with the Dignity leaders. He states that

@4 Bishop T. Gumbleton, transcript, 277.
27 Transcripts, 255-256.
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he feels he erred in not attending that social function
which is trezsured by the Dignity leadership because of
the bonding that occurs between the officers.®®

Another chaplain discovered that working with
Dignity changed the chaplain significantly. The
chaplain said:

[The Dignity experiencel has personalized the
talk about AIDS....It's an issue that some
people I know, if only casually and through
conversation, are involved in....I don't know
if I would have gone to a workshecp on AIDS at
(Henryl] Ford Hospital for clergy had it not
bean for my involvement in Dignity. 1 would
have seen it as an important thing, but I'm
not sure I would have made the time.®™7

One of the gay chaplains gave the following reason for
continued involvement with Dignity:

To see other gays and 1lesbians who are
Catholics practising their faith C[affects
mel. To know that we are not individuals,
rather, we are a community. The strength
comes in numbers. On a personal level, it's
a more spiritual experience at Dignity,
either at the altar or in the pews, than in
the parish.®?

In other instances, priests relate that when they
celebrate Mass for Dignity, the experience is unlike

their experiences in their parishes or .ther

“® Transcript, 256.
®% Transcript, 238-239.
22 Transcript, 261.
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ministries, and they comment on its special qualities:

When I celebrated, it was deeply spiritual.
I experienced a real sense of God. Those are
gifts you may get once in a while, On that
day, it was given. Guite abundantly. I was
overwhelmed by the experience and the sense
of God.®?

Without Dignity, my spiritual life would be
immeasurably poorer, The intensity of the
liturgies, retreats, and days of recollection
have helped me as much as any other member of
Dignity. I've received back far more than
I've given.®=®

Bishop Gumbleton offers some insights into these
priests' experiences, The insights help explain why
the chaplains continue in ministry to Dignity:

What these ministers have experienced is verv
similar to the experienc2 I find any time you
reach out and enter in the struggle of a
group of people and become part of it.
You're enriched by that experience....Every
time you do that you receive as much or more
than you give. 1It's just the way things are.
The blessings that come to the giver are
usually greater than what the giver has given
away, especially when they are spiritual.®

Thus, the experiences of the chaplain respondents
provide added emphasis to the wmembers' biographies and
oral histories, while adding to the evidence that the

spirit of Dignity does indeed survive in the minds and

** Transcript, 318.
@® Correspondence with author, 11 July 1989,
®® Bishop T. Gumbleton, transcript, 273.
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hearts of its members -~ and its ministers —— becauss
it meets some of the individuals' most profound needs.
This spirit, and the determination of those who have
felt Dignity's benefits, may very well insure the

survival of Dignity as an organization.
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CHAPTER VI

SURVEY DATA

Rationale.

In May of 1989, while the interview portion of
this research project was in progress, the executive
council of the Detroit chapter decided to survey its
membership to determine if Dignity was effectively
meeting the needs of its members. The council compiled
a list of questions and subsequently mailed copies of
the survey with stamped, pre-addressed return envelopes
to all those on its mailing list living within the

state of Michigan. The mailing list includes all dues-—
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paying members; non-members and participants who attend
the meetings, liturgies, or other events; friends and
supporters; chaplains and celebrants; those invelved in
ministry to the gay and lesbian community and people
with AIDS; and other individuals who have expressed
interest in Dignity/Detroit. In addition to those on
the mailing list, copies of the survey were made
available at a number of bignity functions.

A discussion of the survey results is relevant to
this research project primarily because it provides a
broader range of members' reactions to the Dignity
experience than the interviews alone. A number of
open-ended questions allowed for spontaneocus, hand-
written answers that, in Tact, supplement the
interviews. Again, it must be noted that the results
of either the survey or the interviews cannot be
projected onto the entire population of the Detroit
chapter because randaom sampling techniques were not
used in either case.

Survey fuestions.

The first four cuestions asked how members first
learned about Dignity, how they made their initial
centacts, and bow long cthey have attended functions,

and how long they have held memberships. These were
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forced response questions. Respondents checked off
only one of several options to answer these questions.
Questions six and seven asked the sex and the age of
the respondents.

Survey respondents expressed a perception of their
organization's r=lationship to the Church in their
answers to qguestion eight, which dealt with the
members' image of Dignity. Fifty-five percent of 103

1]

respondents said they felt Dignity was a Catholic
organization comprised of gays and lesbians," while
twenty-four percent felt it was a ‘"gay and lesbian

* QOther questions

organization comprised of Catholics.”
showed that sixty—-seven percent of 101 responses felt
that spiritual development was the area of their
greatest concern, while sixty percent of ninety- .»x
responses ranked making political statements as the
least important of Dignity's priorities. A related
guestion showed that seventy-nine percent of 108
respondents attend the Sunday liturgy and after Mass
social. The survey also requested suggestions for new

acquisitions to the chapter's library, options for

possible chapter activities, and for respondents teo

t Dignity/Detroit Membership Questionnaire

Summary, unpaginated, guestion #8,
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indicate whether or not they would be willing to
register as a member of Holy Trinity parish.
(Respondents were evenly divided or this issue: forty-
nine percent of 101 indicated they would; forty percent
said no; and twelve failed to respond.)

The questions relevant to this study asked why
individuals had not Jjoined Dignity (gquestion five);
whether or not the members feel welcome (gquestion
fourteen); themes and topics for retreats, discussion
sessions, and the weekly bulletin (questions fifteen,
sixteen, and eighteen); and members' general comments.
Demographics.

Survey respandents resembled the interview sample
in that they ranged in age from twenty-one years to
over the age of sixty. Respondents also reflected the
male dominance evident at Masses and other functions
with ninety-seven male, eight females, and there was
one '"'no response”" reply. The survey failed to ask any
other demographic questions regarding occupation,
income levels or means of employment, religious
affiliation, or sexual orientation.

Reasons for Refusal to Join Dignity.
This question spurred an immediate response from

two individuals who commented that they could think of
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no valid reason for not joining. They indicated they
were including chizcks for dues with their completed
gquestionnaire -—- while another person stated that
he <he could net afford to pay those same dues.

A number of replies may explain some of Dignity's
difficulty in reaching a larger segment of the gay and
lesbian population. Althougl; the Detroit chapter is
large, it represents but a small portion of gay and
lesbian people in Detroit and the broad geographic area
of heavily populated scutheastern Michigan from which
Dignity could draw its membership. A respondent who
indicated that he/she was a member of the Jewish faith,
but who stated that he/she belongs to MCEC, would not

join Dignity because his/her time and finances were

already overextended. Annther couldn't join because
he/she refers clients to Dignity. One person stated
that he/she would not join because Dignity is, "...too

much of a clique.,"® Two people indicated that they
would not join because they disagreed with the Church's
position on sexual ethics. They said:
I am not comfortable with the paosition of the
Roman Catholic Church as being compatible

with Dignity and « positive gay identity.

I'm not happy with the Catholic Church's

* Ibid., question #5.
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attitude toward the gay lifestyle and its
active campaign to close Dignity chapters. .
The Church just isn't supportive. Dignity
Detroit appears to be tolerated by specific
pastors and/or auxiliary Bishops ~- its like
walking on eggls] -~ you're always wondering
what an individual cleric's position is.”

Members' Perceptions of a Welcoming Attitude.

The overwhelming majority of respondents (eighty-

three) indicated feeling welcome at Dignity events
while sixteen stated they did not feel welcome. Six
respondents failed to reply to this question. In the

comments written by the group that felt welcome, many
stated that they had been warmly received, that they
had been welcomed and introduced to members of the
group, and that they felt loved by a "...warm and
caring group of people.™” They indicated that they
regarded Dignity as their parish, and that they felt
"...a sense of safety and acceptance."”™ Others
included comments that they have found that "...an
apparent non-judgemental atmosphere exists and people
are generally friendly" or that "...members came up to

me during Cthel social hour; welcomed me and we talked

=== lots of smiles. When entering the church ---

2 ibid.
“ Ibid., guestion #14
® Ibid.
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greeters are warm & friendly -- you feel you belang."”

However, another thread was woven even through the
approving comments. Many respondents indicated that
they had not felt welcome when they first started
attending, or that they felt welcome only because they
are friendly with the chapter leadership, or that they
feel welcome despite the presence of cliques. Some of

their comments reveal the existence of an in-group and

an out—-group hierarchy. Six people stated, "...l
already know people, but I wonder if new visitors are
made to feel welcome enough." Others said:

I am very friendly with the core who holds
Dignity together and always feel welcome,

I only speak to the men I already know.

I've been there long enough. I feel new
people Sunday after Sunday are left alore and
not made welcome.

The feeling I received from the participants
during the 1Ist two vyears was that 1 was
either an ‘observer' or was simply
‘cruising.' I have only recently felt that I
was accepted as a member of the group.
Attempts at trying to meet new people were
rnot well-received; 2gain, I got the feeling
that they thought I was trying to pick them
up.

I feel that newcomers are not made welcome at
the social gathering unless they are young
and handsome. I really do not feel this is
right. More effort should be made to welcome

“ Ibid.
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those most in need of comfort.”

Two quotes might help to explain why this
perception by some members of not being welcome is so
prevalent, and how one member dealt with this issue.
The members said:

I feel welcomed now but it is hard to 'break

inj;' mest have their group of friends and so

the newcomer can feel alone.

When I first came...l didn't feel accepted

because I wasn't a familiar face -- I knew no

one and no one knew me, I forced myself to

...help [other membersl...& [(sicl return week

aftter week until now I am comfortable & 1

really feel 1 belong.®

The sixteen individual~s who stated that they felt
unwelcome cited, on the whole, four issues: poor
liturgies, cliguishness, a sexist attitude, and sexual
acting out. In the face of interview comments by
celebrants and members alike about the exuberant Jjoy
visible in the liturgies, as well as the researchers'
observations, the comments about the 1liturgies raise
guestions about the depth of feeling expressed in
earlier liturgies. Survey respondents decried the

cold, stiff Tformality they perceived in the liturgies

that some describe as "...more conservative than in my

¥ 1bid.
® Ibid.
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home parish....” and "...uninspired and without the jovy
garlier liturgies had."”

The strongest rcomments on sexual acting out
invoived statements that appearances and youth were
used as a criteria for accepvance by some members. A
member stated:

Sometimes | feel uncomfortable with some of

the men's behaviour, such as the Zrag queen

type of behaviour.'”®

Observations about cligues ranged from statements
from a waman who said "...1 am often made to feel +that
I am intruding" to comments that "...council members
are too elitisti.” Others, while citing some members'’
aloofress., stated that they felt that "...ﬁeople are
not oenuinely friendly..." or some members were
", ..hypocritical/two faces."'?

Although tha following member indicated he/she
felt unwelcome, he/she also stated:

So much depends on the effort the individual

is wiiling to make...the membership needs to

be remirded of the importance of holding open
arms and hearts to all.'”

¥ Ibid.
2 Ibid.
** Ibid.
1% Ibid.
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General Comments.

Those who took the time to make additional
comments discussed their vision of what Dignity should
and could become. In these comments, the members'
anger and dissatisfaction with the chapter's tentative
relationship with the hierarchy was expressed. Two

members of the comments were:

Describe Dignity as a Catholic organization
?7?7??7 --— is Dignity even listed in the
diocesan directory? -- Absolutely not - Why?;
Does Dignity receive anything from the CSA
fdiocesan fund raisingl? Does the Cardinal
celebrate Mass with Dignity?

1t's tough enough being gay in society ---
honestly, sometimes I get the impression that
Dignity is wnot “Dignity" since it is so
subservient to individual elerics' whims for
its very existence.'®

One signed, typewritter letter written by a male

member explains earlier comments on the liturgies:

For many vyears, DD frequently celebrated
liturgies that were alive and drew the
membership together. Gathering around the
altar 1is symbolic of this. Yes, there was

less bowing, genuflecting and turning of the
eyes ugpward to the heavens. And maybe even a
few pinches of the anatomy took place during
the "kiss of peacze.'’ But this informality
and sense of community made people happy
eas:0n a couple of cccasions 1 sat in the
back pew....1 almost cried aver the lack of

*® Ibid., "General Comments."
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LR

enthusiasm. ...

Piscussion.

The survey, because it was anonymous, gave the

members an opportunity to freely express their opinions

about Dignity. On the whole, the survey results
paralleled the interview results. There were two
exceptions. Althoughk a number of negative comments

about cliquishness did appear in the course of the
interviewing, they were not as pervasive as they were
throughout the survey. Also, although those who were
interviewed recalled earlier liturgies witl fondness,
the celebrants' and chaplains' excitement with what
they witnessed and participated in would seem to
balance. However a co.ment made by a visiting bishop
endorses the survey's view that the liturgies have
evolved into something less spontaneous and
enthusiastic than they had been only two years earlier.
he bishop said:

i1t's always good to celebrate with you. But
yvou seem to have become more Catholic sinre

my last visit. Before, many of you filled
the front of the church. Mow, most of you
'*  Dignity/Detroit Membership Questionnaire

Summary, correspondence with Dignity/Detroit executive
council, 15 June 1989, unpaginated.
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are sitting in the back.'™

Since the survey was taken, the council has taken
a number of steps teo answer members' concerns.
€Cliquishness was addressed by stressing the greeting
and welcoming of new members. Each week, a reservation
is made in Dignity's name at a popular restaurant, as
explained in Chapter V. A Women's Concerns committee
tas been formed, and women consistently now play a more
visitle role during the liturgies. Some of the topics
and themes suggested by members have been utilized for

lectures and a January retreat.

'® Homily preached at Dignity/Detroit; 7 January
1990,
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EHAPTER WVII

THE DIGNITY EXPERIENCE

-
L
@

ift.

The ways in which Dignity nurtures 1ts members
should be apparent in an examination of 1its everyday
interactions and mundane rituals. Dignity members
engage in these rituals as they play out any one of
several variations on the theme of Mass, social, and
dinner out =-- extended Eucharist -~ that make up the
Dignity Sunday evening agenda. This portion of this
research project attempts ¢to describe briefly the
rituals that make up the Dignity experience, as lived by

Dignity members and recorded in the participant
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observation portion of this research project.

One of those easily overlooked events that speaks
5o much about the way Dignity affects its members
occurred shortly before the comple2tion of the research
project. The Dignity/Detroit chapter president spoke to
the assembled membership as the Mass was ending on a
Sunday eight days before Christmas in 1989. The chapter
president announced that Dignity's elected officers
would distribute long-stemmed red roses to all present.
His address, however, showed a recognition of the effect
that Dignity members have on one another. The
Dignity/Detroit chapter president said:

Christmas is a special time of caring, loving

and giving. By that definition, the Spirit of

Christmas is alive and well fifty-two weeks a

year here at Dignity. Walking thrpugh those

doors [of Holy Trinity and its community

centrel you give the most precious gift

possible, the gift of yourself to those around

you. For some of you, the time and energy you
spend allow your gift to be [magnified] two or

even threefold. Whatever your gift, it is
appreciated by those around you, and
especially, by those of us in leadership

positions here at Dignity.*
A few weeks later, in January, a bishop who had

previously celebrated Mass for Dignity returned to

' Commentary by Dignity/Detroit president as

recorded in field notes and addendum gdated 17 December
19689.
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celebrate one last time before he left the archdiocese
of Jdetroit for a new assignment. He told Dignity to
remember that they are loved by God —- that the greatest
gift anyone can possibly give to Christ as God is this
gift of self. The bishop underscored his acceptance of
all in the Dignity community during the portion of the
Mass in which pe~ticipants extend a sign of peace to one
-aother, He walked the entire length of the centre
aisle, spending long moments exchanging greetings and
pleasantries with as many Dignity members as he could
reach. Many in the congregation reacted to his
handshakes with startled surprise, and their looks of
fear faded into smiles when he extended his hand to
them. Many of those present did not expect this gesture
of acceptance by a member of the hierarchy, especially
at a point in Dignity history when memories of other
chapters' expulsions were fresh. Some who were present
may have feared that the bishop was there, not to say
good-bye, but to tell them that their chapter, too,
would now be expelled from its home parish. The gesture
was especially significant because, on this particular
Sunday, the archdiocese notified several parishes that

their parishes would be closed.
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1. The Weekly Liturgies.

The weekly liturgy remains at the heart of most of
the members' Dignity experience. When examined closely,
this Sunday ‘iturgy consists of a number of rituals
surrounding the celebration of the Mass. Dignity's
liturgy comnsists of four elements. First, thers are the
pre-Mass activities that take place beginning in the
community centre and in the church building itself.
Secondly, members participate in the celebration of the
Mass. Third, members and friends celebrate one

another's presence duriing the social in the community

centre. The Detroit chapter's vice president and
spiritual director describes the fourth element -- the
dinmers in local restaurants that usually follow the
social -~ as an extended Eucharist.

Mass 1is scheduled %o begin at &6 p.m. on Sunday.
Some time after & p.m., parked cars line up like rosary
beads, bringing life to otherwise deserted side streets
in front of a small one storey grey brick bungalow. The
building, Most Holy Trinity Parish's community centre,
squats between a playground and an abandoned house a few
biocks away from Detroit's Tiger Stadium. The handful
of nuns who teach at Trinity's parish elementary school

still use a portion of the community cent.e as a
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convent. Trinity's property -— its physical plant -- is
flanked on the one side by a major expressway. In
front, it is dwarfed by a nearby state office building.
On the other side, urban homesteaders have restored a
few Carpenter Gothic turn-of-—-the-century homes. These
astructures stand out amid the crumbliny relics of a
neighbourhood decimated by urban renewal that mixed
light industry and housing.®

Dignity/Detroit’'s offices are located in  the
community centre. The office contains several shelves
of books, the chapter's reading and reference library,
and a Xerox machine. The mandatory desk, file and
storage cabinets - along with typical office
paraphernalia -- contain liturgical linens and supplies.
A television, WVCR, sofa and overstuffed chair, end
table, and lamp <umplete the furnishings. Inside,
members and officers quietly tend to the routine
administrative and organizational tasks that the
leadership of any group must address: correspondence,
financial affairs, and newsletters. The office is
sometimes used as a meeting room. Here, council members

mediate disputes arising out of the perscnality or

¥ William M. Worden, Trinity Yesterday and Today

(Detroit: Most Holy Trinity Church, 14 July 1987), 13.

163



policy conflicts that any close-knit community faces.

In another part of the centre, laughter rings out
from a home like kitchen and 1living room, where a few
men make small talk as they began brewing coffee and
setting out bowls and trays of snacks on a long
conference/dining room table in the living/dining room
area. Yet another group occupies the three sofas and
one overstuffed chair in this area, renewing
acquaintances and catching up on the past week's news,
until about fifteen minutes before Mass, The comaunity
centre is frequently left open during Mass, giving late-
comers and those who choose not to attend Mass a place
to gather.

Every now and then Dignity faces one or another of
a group considered by many to be unacceptable: the
street people and the poor. The unkempt, the angry and
the unsettling who occasionally wander in seeking
warmth, a resting place, or something to eat or drink
find their needs filled by Dignity officers or
chaplains.

By six p.m., approximately one hundred men and
between six and twelve women converge on Trinity's 150-
yvyear-old brick edifice. The assembling worshippers

range in age from approximately twenty-one to over sixty
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yvyears of age. Attire wvaries Trom seasonally casual

sport clothes to three piece business suits. As
individuals approach, either singly or in couples, men
and women wave and call out to one another, in a warm

exchange of greetings. In the warm weather, clusters of
men linger in conversation on the church steps or on the
park benches lined up in the plaza that faces the church
and its adjacent rectory.

In the tiny vestibule, an oblong corkboard heolds

several rows of the alphabetized white-on—-green plastic

clip-on tags of given mnames —- one for each chapter
member. As members enter, part of their greeting ritual
involves claiming and donning these name tags. Other

long~time male members stand by with marking pens and
long strips of white stick-on labels in hand, offering
handwritten name tags te newcomers, non—members,
parishioners, or visitors. The majority of those in
attendance, including Dignity members, their friends and
relatives, accept the tags. The tags do facilitate a
sense of community and acceptance. However, they also
set newcomers apart, and, apparently, have on occasion
marked some of them as targets Ffor the sexual advances
of more aggressive individuals.

The small number of parishioners from Holy Trinity
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who attend this Mass usually wave off the tags as do the
people who have come from some of the adjacent parishes
closed by the archdiocese in 1989 in an efficiency move.
Consequently, the name tags separate the Dignity members
inte a highly visible community for the duration of the
liturgy. This act of self-identification is one way in
which members can begin the coming out process. When
they first start attending, they wear the impermanent
white paper tags. The treasurer orders the plastic tags
when individuals apply for membership, thus formally
identifying themselves as part of Dignity. For some,
this may be one of the few opportunities in course of
their daily lives when they can overtly identify
themselves as active members of a gay and lesbian
community without fear of retributian.

In the back of the church, a vested priest watches
as careful preparations for entrance and offertory
processions, the collection, and distribution of the
Eucharist fall into place. Members are assigned to the
roles of lectors, Eucharistic ministers, and usherz. A
tall, mnarrow cream coloured bammer with forest green
lettering that features the lower case Dignity logo
stands in the sanctuary behind and to the left of the

altar proclaims the presence cf the assembled Dignity
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community.

The Mass proceeds in compliance with the Roman
Ritual and with archdiocesan guidelines. An element of
orthodoxy and conservatism has become entrenched in the
liturgy. In discussions at meetings of the Pastoral
Ministry committee, officers have stated that compliance
with liturgical guidelines may help prevent urmecessary
disagreements with their ordinary. Also, the tendency
to celebrate the liturgy in a conservative manner may
stem froem the fact that Dignity's celebrants are drawn
from a far ranging geographical area and a broad variety
of ministries. The liturgies still partially reflect
the philosophy of thg former vice president and
spiritual director, who stated that he felt that the
liturgies should reassure Dignity members who are trying
tp overcome an alienation from the Church. He said:

I am very jealous of trying to protect those

people with a fragile faith returning to the

Church after a 1long absence, before Vatican

il...they say they want to be in the Church

and they are giving the Church one more

try...I don't have radical, modern liturgy...

because these people who are reenterina the

Church would find it totally foreign.®

Until mid-summer of 1989, this conservative tenor,

marked by strict adherence to norms and by the wuse of

¥ Tape Male #8, tramscript, 94.
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gender exclusive, sexist language in the canon and in
all scriptural readings, coloured the liturgy. ‘liowever,
changes have occurred. The use of feminine images of
God and inclusive language have now been coupled with an
increased presence of women on the altar as lectors,
homilists, Eucharistic ministers, and in other roles.
The changes resulted, in part, from the election of a
new vice-president and spiritual director. Pressure
from members —-- male and female —— articulated through
personal communications to the officers coupled with
the comments on the surveys, served as indications of
the need to address the problem of sexism in the
liturgies.

In outward appearances and behaviour, the Dignity
congregation varies little from a heterosexual
congregation. One major difference mentioned earlier is
the presence of large numbers of males who are eager and
happy to participate in a Sunday liturgy —-- singly or as
couples. And just as heterosexual couples might sit
close to one another at their parish Masses, so in this
setting, do many of the Dignity members. A few exchange
overt signs of warmth and affection: arms slung around a
partner, some htand-holding. However, the most striking

thing about the liturgy is the joy, the intensity, and
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the level of participation in the recitation of pravers.
One 1is struck by the vigorous singing of so0 many
enthusiastiec male voices —-—- even when they don't know
the words, loudly hum or chant along. The silent
worshipper is the exception rather than the rule at a
Dignity Mass.

At communion, the majority in attendance receive
the Eucharist —— available under both species {(bread and
wine) =- distributed teo them by their friends who
address each recipiert by his or her given name.

Few nun-Dignity member= participate in this Mass.
Of-icially, it is listed as a parish Mass, open to all.
During the summer, a numper of people who weore hospital
identification tags attended regularly. Older
heterosexual men and women arrived in small groups of
two or three fraom neighbouring parishes that have been
closed by the archdioccese. Young mothers or grey-haired
women have accompanied their children or grandchildren.
One woman brought her young children to Mass for several
months on a reqular basis, and always sat close to the
front.

One confusing bebhaviour pattern exhibited during
the Eucharistic prayer may be indicative of members'

ambivalent attitudes toward the Church. Worshippers'
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participation in ritual actions —— standing, sitting,
and kneeling with the rest of the congregation at the
appropriate times —— is used by anthropologists as an
index of participants' assent and belief ir the dogmas
symbolized and portrayed in the ritual. In other words,
a non-believer attending a religious service can
indicate his/her separation from the faithful, and non-
adherence to their creed simply by remaining seated or
refusing to follow other gestures routinely used by the
congregatinn throughout the raourse of the service. In
local parishes, the entire congregation either stands or
kneels throughout the Eucharistic prayer. However, at
Dignity, more than ninety per cent of the men kneel,
while the rest stand. The issue has, at times,
generated enougbh discussion so that those who choose to
stand during this time have been asked to move to the
sides of the psws away from the centre aisle.

The chapter president states that there has been
opposition to standing during the Eucharistic prayer
because many members feel that standing too closely
resembles the protests taken by Dignity/New York

activists who routinely stand through portions of Masses
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that are held in St. Patrick's Cathedral.” The group,
called the Cathedral Project, is attempting to call
attention to the ordinary's stand on gay and lesbian
civil rights, and his eviction of the Dig: ity/New York
chapter from 1its home parish, However, one of the
chaplains stated that ¢this behaviour may simply be
indicative of the fact that the community as a whole is
divided on how to address liturgical developments within
the Church -- as many heterosexvel communities are
divided.™

Mass concludes with announcements of all weekly
Digni+v events, There are educational workshops dealing
with such topics as grieving for the loss of a leved
one. FReligious education lectures feocus on liturgy or
church history. A recently organized committee, formed
to address women's ctoncerns, hosts periodic pot luck
suppers. Once a month, Dignity members clean the
church, decorating it frequently, as the liturgical
seasons dictate. Occasionally, an evening is devoted to
watching old movies on the VCR. And members are urged

to attend any number of events sponsored by Holy

L]

RPatricia Lefevere, "Bay Catholic Struggle Moves
into N.Y. Courts," National Catholic Reporter, 15 April
1988.

b

Bishop Thomas Gumbleton, transcript, 272.
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Trinity. A brief newsletter that closely resembles the
bulletins many traditional parishes use is distributed
to all as they leave the church. In addition, the
council mails a monthly newsletter to members,
participants, chaplains, and friends of the chapter.

The Social.

After Mass, more than seventy-five per cent of
those present walk the short distance past one recently
restored Carpenter Gothic home and one abandoned home on
Porter street to enjoy two or three hours of what is
officially known as "The Social." Here, the chatter and
interpersonal interactions that occur closely resemble
those at a gathering in someone's private home,
Nonalcoholic beverages including cocoa, coffee, tea, and
soda are available, as are some simple snack foods.
Once a menth, a member brings an elaborately decorated
cake displaying a cartcon figure and the first names of
all members who celebrated birthdays in the past thirty
days.

On the surface, fthis gathering seems  very
superficial. Members could use it as an opportunity to
rest while talking over news of the gay and lesbian
community. This is a chance to share with friends

feelings about significant events of the previous week
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before the long drive home. However, a closer
examination shows that the social hours actually vie
with the Mass as a drawing card for many Dignity
members. Many of the respondents in this research
project stated that they have found the nurturance and
affirmation they feel Dignity provides in the context of
the social. Here, at the social, people have time to
maintain and renew treasured friendships. Members have
a chance to share freely the rich humour of the gay and
lesbian community with no fear of censure by offended
straight friends or co-workers,

in addition, the socials give members and friends
an opportunity not only to meet new friends, but to also
to learn -—-- and to try ouv ~-- Tne protocol, the social
rules of the gay subcultare. It is true that many
Dignity members actively participate in some aspect of
gay and lesbian night 1life. However, first-person
accounts in national and local newsletters stezie that
members value the after—Mass social because it presents
an opportunity to meet others in the context of the gay

and lesbian community.
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The Extended Eucharist.

Sharing of food can be one of the most intimate and
meaningful -— and basic -- acts of human communication
and love. The rich symbolism of the meal is mirrored in
the Christian ritual of the Mass, which, at its core,
repeats the scenario that occurred the last time Christ
broke bread with the men and women he had come to love
deeply. lLLesc frequently recalled, but no less
important, is Luke's tale of Christ revealing himself to
two grieving disciples who don't seem +to realize that
Christ has risen. Christ encounters them on the road to
Emmaus. Hearing their pain, feeling their loss, Christ
hides his identity throughout the course of a day's
travel . That evening, over dinner, Christ reveals
himzelf to his friends. Luke says that "...he was
known to them in the breaking of the bread."”

When this project began, the researcher noted that
small groups of members left the social to end the
evening with & dirnner together. This is the practice in
many Dignity chapters. After all, the Mass, social,
organizational meetings, and other activities that are
part of the Dignity experience take up the greater part

of the evening. However, the membership survey

® Luke 24:13-35 RSV.
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discussed earlier contained many comments about
cliquishness, and so, in the summer of 1989, officers
began routinely to make reservations for a large group
at either an ethnic or gay restaurant. The ar:angements
present an opportunity for all -~ the less popular
members, rembers without cars, and even the most
hesitant first—-time visitor -— to be included in the
dinner plans.

The concept that these Dignity dinners actually
constitute an extended Eucharist was discussed in
November at a workshop on the liturgy held at
Dignity/Detroit. The chaplain and the chapter's vice-
president discussed how the dinner contain the same
elements that the Eucharist itself does. They concluded
that mutual shar ing, ritualistic behaviour, and
communication take place in the group, made up of those
who like and dislike one another, who dine together.
Nevertheless, differences are set aside az all sit down
and break bread together and while attempting to find
peace.

Favourite spots include a sasmall Polish
restaurant, any one of the thriving Mexican restaurants

located near Holy Trinity; pizza parlours 1n Greektown;

7 Liturgical Workshop, field notes, November 1989.
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or Backstage, a restaurant with a large gay and lesbian
clientele. Dignity subgroups that are as small as six
and as large as twenty-five mebers spend the next two
or three hours together.

Occasionally the chaplains go with this group.
Members returning to the Church after many years absence
can learn, in this context, how to deal with the Church,
and who to talk to about gay and lesbian issues. A good
example occurred in early November. A thirty-year-old
male told the researcher in dinner conversation about
his attempts to fimd a Dignity chapter. He spoke about
his life history, about his struggles to retain his
Catholic identity, his concerns about the lack of women
at Mass. His conversation turned to spiritual concerns.
At this point, the evening's celebrant, who was sitting
in the middle of a +ow of Digni. men across the tabie
firom the newcomer and the author, eased into the
conversation. Soon, he had the young man's complete
attention. The conversation between chaplain and
newcomer continued, with the chaplain offering to answer
any further guestions the newcomer had at another, pre-
arranged time. Later, the young man confided that this

was the first chance he had ever had to talk informally
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with a priest knowledgeable in gay and lesbian issues.”

Few women participate in the extended eucharists.
This may be due to the fact that some are in committed
relationships, or because they feel that they don't want
to spend additional +time in a male environment. Some
women have said they don't attend because of the expense
involved. The interviews revealed that the women may
hold lower status, and consequently, lower-paying Jjobs
than the males. Also, the women have less free time
than the men, because some have to work at more than one
job, or their jobs require a considerable amount of work
at home,

These factors strengthen barriers and reinforce
gender sterepotypes and lessen the possibility for
increased communication. Until the women interact more
freely with the men, their needs will never be
completely addressed. The women's conversations show
that few males are aware of their needs -—- while some of
the males are baffled because they don't understand how
the women feel and why more do mnot belong to Dignity.”

The women also complained of wunfair treatment at the

¥ Field Notes, 12 November 198%9.

¥ Region V HOD meetings at Ann Arbor and Detroit,
Field Notes, July and October 1989,
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hands of some members of the executive council. In
view of these facts, it seems that the women could
increase communication and awareness of their problems
1if they took part in the dinners. PDuring this period,
with a buffer zone of small talk about non-throztening
issues, inter-group Dignity friendships are deepened,
bonding occurs, and in-groups and ou'-groups are formed.

I11. Other Events in Review.

The Meetings.

Periodically, the constitution of the Detroit
chapter mandates reqularly scheduled general membership
meetings. These are held in addition to the meecings of
the executive council which are open to any interested
parties. It 1is in these formal settings, attended by
approximately forty people, that i1ssues of concern to
the community surface. During the course of this
researcth project, members have raised o nrumber of
issues. There were discussions about increased
firancial support for the chapter, and ways to raise
money to help Holy Trinity. Another discussion dealt
with members' concerns about recognizing sympioms aof
dissent and discord within the group. A member stated
the group must address indications of dissatisfaction

such as letters of protest and the divisions between



those who kneel and stand during the Eucharistic prayer
Regional House of Delegates (HOD) Meetings.

Dignity's constitution and by—-laws mandate
regularly scheduled gatherings of the representatives as
part of the peographic divisions of the chapters. The
Detroit, Ann Arbor and Toledo chapters are part of

Region V, a four-state area that enccmpasses Michigan,

Indiana, Ohio and Kentucky. Each chapter takes a turn
at hosting the other chapters for these weekend
meetings. The host chapter provides housing for many

out-of-town delegates, some meals, and a Mass and dinner
danee an Saturday night, Generally, twe &y tnres
officers represent each chapter. While routine
organizatinonal business takes most of the meeting time,
the HODs are valued by the officers for two reasons.
First, this is an opportunity for the members to discuss
—— and find possible solutions for —-—problems plaguing a
chapter. Secondly, the meals, housing patterns,
meetings and liturgies and the dinner dance that make up
a regional HOD serve as bonding rituals for those in
leadership positions who shoulder the difficult burden
of shepherding their portions of the Dignity flock.

In 1987, the regional HODs served as forums for

officers attempting to cope with the trauma of
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expulsions. At the 1989 Ann Arbor HOD, chapter
presidents prepared for the national convention with
presentations of each chapter's history. The leaders
saw how chapters have survived expulsior, and i1 some
cases, have grown. In the gay and lesbian community, an
event such as this is especially significant because a
considerable amount of gay and lesbian history is either
trivialized or, more frequently, left wunrecorded and
thus, lost forever.

The Mass celebrated at the Ann Arbor HOD was
presented in a spirit of ecumenism avd of prophecy.
Held at St. Andr.w's Episcopal Chureh in Ann # Hor, the
Mass was concelebrated by a male Catholic priest and a
female Episcopalian priest. During the joint homily,
the priests took turns speaking and sitting on the
sacristy steps, in front of the communion rail. The
liturgy evoked a range of reactions from Joy and
exuberance tc anger and consternation. Overall, members
expressed concern and fear of reprisals that might occur
against +tne Catholic priest. Ann  Arbor's actions may
have been prophetic because, a few months later, the
Mass that highiighted the San Francisco HOD was also

concelebrated by male and female priests.
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Funeral and Reconciliation.

In mid-summer, Dignity Detroit's president
announced the death of another one of its members. At
the wsocial, the day, date and time of the wake and the
funeral were announced. The night before the funeral,
more than fifty Dignity members and other gay and
lesbian people visited the suburban funeral home to say
the rosary, a traditional Catholic custom. The next
morning, again, Dignity members and others from the gay
and lesbian community arrived in couples and alone.
Like the other mourners, they prayed at the closed
casket and admired the many flower arrangements sent by
gay couples. And they joined a procession of cars
through tree-corridored suburban neighbourhoods to a
Grosse Pointe church.

Two Dignity chaplains concelebrated the Mass with
the paivish pastor. The Dignity organist and a Dignity
pianist provided the music. A Dignity member and
Dignity's vice president and spiritual director served
as lectors, reading the pre-Gospel scriptures. Close to
one thundred Dignity members and other gay and lesbian
friends made up mearly one-half of the congregation. 1In
the sermon, the celebrant referred to the deceased by

his full Christian name, which upset some of the Dignity
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community. "That's not the name he used. That's rot

the name we used when we talked to him,"” one member said

»

later . ** Nevertheless, the sermon was marked by the
repeated use of the word "dignity." The homilist spoke
of the dead man's inherent dignity. And he spoke of the
dignity of his friends, whose simple presence in honour
of the parishioner’'s memory added a aeasure of dignity
to the occasion.

As the body was cremated, the mourners did not
participate in a graveside prayer service. When the
Mass was completed, the late Dignity member's family
clustered together. The meal that is traditionally
offered to mourning friends and relative was not held.
On the surface, little apparent interaction occurred
between the gay and straight communities at the funeral.
Instead, many of the Dignity members drifted off to hold
one of their own extended eucharistic meals at a sma.l
eatery.

One of the officers later said that this was the
first time that the Dignity community had gathered in
this way for the funeral of one of its members. In

attending the funeral, many of the members may have come

' Dignity/Detroit member, personal communication,

August 1989.
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just a little further out of their closets because, In
their association with gay and lesbian friends at the
funeral, they identified themselves with Dignity and
with other gay and lesbian people.

The impact of this Dignity member's death continued
to be felt for many months. In mid-September, Dignity
hosted a memorial rervice for the Dignity member at Holy
Trinity, inviting the larger gay and lesbian community
to atterd. Later, aone of the officers reported bhow, as
the man's family began to sort out his personal effects,
they found newsletters and other material from Dignity.
And they found evidence of their kin's generosity to the
gay community and his involvement with groups dedicated
to helping people with AIDS. The officer found himself
in the position of having to explain what Dignity was,
and to detail the man's charitable work, which few in
the straight community might bhave known about.

The family member was able +to confirm that,
apparently, Dignity had provided her kin with support at
critical periods of his life. The family promised to
hold a reception for the gay community. Cynics at
Dignity, who had heard such promises many other times,
stated that they felt that no heterosexual family would

ever keep such a promise.
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The cynics were wrong. Early in December, Dignity
published an announcement in its newsletter that all
would be invited to a reception hosted by the late
Dignity member's family at his Grosse Pointe home. The
house was fully decorated for Christmas. An exclusive
restaurant catered th= meal. As the large, mostly male
crowd gathered, some members who were present stated

thal it was their perception that the family's intaz.:t

was to extend hospitality -—- its own version of an
extended eucharist —- and reconcile itself with the gay
and lesbian vommunity. There were long conversations

between the family and these friends of their loved one
whom they had never met. In turn, the gay and lesbian
friends sharad some of their memories over a lavish meal
of stuffed chicken breasts, pasta, arnd later, cakes and
pastries.

Blessing of Couples and Relationships.

In the Roman Rite, the Sunday between Christmas and
New Year's Day is designated as the Feast of the Holy
Family. At Dignity/Detroit, this date is set aside for
a formal blessing of couples and relationships. In the
course of the interviews, several of the respondents had
referred to the czremony as both meaningful and

impressive -- a ceremony that they felt imparted a
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digniv and holiness to commitments that they were
either trying to establish or to maintain. The actual
ritual varies from year to vyear.

This year, the blessing took place on 31 December
1989 -- New Years' Eve -~ and was written by a Dignity
member , The readings, from Sirach and the Pauline
correspondence, commemorate the traditional heterosexual
marriage relationship. However, at the pre—-Mass
greeting, the lay commentator read an explanation of the
readings that called the congregation to examine the
scriptural texts in the light of the Dignity community:

Today we celebrate the Feast of the Holy

Family. In celebrating this feast we are not

celebrating the structure or the sociological

realities of the Holy Family, but rather we

are ctalled to imitate the spiritual

characteristics of Jesus, Mary, and Jaseph.

We are called to reflect on how we are

defining family as it pertains to the gay and

lesbian community.*'?

In the middle of the Mass, after the Gospel, homily
and recitation of the Nicene creed, the chapter's vice
president spiritual director read a blessing for the
Dignity family. The community was asked to respond,
"Lord, keep vyour family in peace,” after each

intercession. The blessing of the Dignity family was as

follows:

11

Field Notes, 31 December 1989,
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Through your own obedience to Mary and Joseph
you consecrated family life; make this family
holy by your presence....Your heart w' 3 set on
the concerns of God, make wherever we gather
as family a place where Bod is worshipped with
reverence....You made your own Tfamily the
model of prayer, of love, and of obedience fto
God's will; by your grace make this family
holy and let us share with each other the
gifts you have given us....You loved those who
were close to you and they returned your lovej;
bind all families and this family together in
the bonds of peace and of love for each

other....At Cana in Galilee, when a new family
was begirmning, you gladdened it with vyour
first miracle, changing water into wine;

alleviate the sorreows and worries of this
family and change= them into joy...
We bless your name, O Lord, for sending

Jesus to be part of a family, so that, as he
lived its life, he would experience its
worries and its joys. We ask you, Lord, to

protect and watch over this family, so that in

the strength of your grace its members may

enjoy prosperity, possess the opriceless gift

of your peace, and, as the church alive in the

homes, bear witness in this world to vyour

glory.'®

At this peint, the ritual addressed the gay and
lesbian couples, who were asked to stand -- even if
their significant other was not present. Those not in
relationships or unions were asked to remain seated.
Approximately one-half of the eighty people in
attendance stood up. The blessing of the gay and

lesbian community followed:

God all holy, bestow on these your servants
the fullness of your love as they commit their

2 Field Notes, 31 December 1989
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lives to each other....Help these standing
before you to bond together in love. May we
support this bond through our friendship
»-+Bive strength to your servants to live,
love and grow together, especially when pain
and struggle may enter into their lives....
Give courage to them and to us to live, openly
and honestly, our ilives, to share our
experiences with the world and with the Church
.-s.Allow this community and the gay and
lesbian community to affirm, claim as holy,
good and blessed the relationships and unions
as witnessed here today.

Lord God and Creator...you have called us
to be your own. Youw do not want us to be
alone in our lives, you have given to those
who stand before you unions and relationships
based on love, faithfulness, trust and
forgiveness.

We ask you to bless these unions and
relationships so that they may reflect the
union of Christ with us, his Church: Look
with kindness on them today. Amid the joys
and struggles of their life you have preserved
the union between them; renew their
commitments tr each other, increase your love
in them, and strengthen their bond of peace so
that, surrounded by family and friends, they
may always rejoice in the gift of vyour
blessing.*®

'¥ Field notes, 31 December 1989.
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Summary.

This chapter has shown that an overview of the
Detroit chapters will not only dispel saome stereotypes
of the gay and lesbian community, but also show how
Dignity meets the needs of its members. In the Detroit
chapter, at least in the time of this research project,
Dignity provided support for its members. This did not
occur through therapeutic or self-help group discussions

that some organizations use to address approaches to

specific problems affecting individuals' lives.
Instead, Dignity's members laughed, and loved, and
prayed, and cried with one another —— and continue to do

sp. They teach one another, using the example of their
own lives, that it's 0.K. to express their spiritual and
religious feelings. Members show that there are
alternatives to the bar scene., Their conversations with
one ancther tell newcomers that others struggle with the
same problems that the newcomers do. When members hurt
one another, others surround both sides of the dispute,
smoothing things over, loving and forgiving both
parties, keeping them within %the community whenever
possible. When relationships end, when a friend dies,
there are hugs and shoulders to cry aon. Others who

understand the significance of the slow procession of

188



anniversaries in the development of a committed,
exclusive, long~term relationship share the joy of these
events as only other gay and lesbian people can. As
shown, the Dignity community formally blesses the unions
of all its members. Sometimes pettiness and gossip fray
fragile relationships. The group has its own political
struggles that, on occasion, seem to threaten the
chapter's solidarity. MNevertheless, Dignity remains as
a community that many have come to call parish, home, or

family.

189



Section II1X.

CHAPTER VIII

DIGNITY'S EVOLVING SEXUAL ETHIC

As discussed earlier, Dignity's dissenting
position that gay and lesbian people can express their
sexuality in accord with Christ's teaching currently
places it in opposition to traditional Catholic
teaching that homosexual acts are intrinsically evil,
and the much stronger condemnation recently expressed

in the Ratzinger Letter that, "...the inclination
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fact, after the release of the Ratzinger Letter in
1986, a number of ordinaries evicted Dignity chapters
from Church properties after they assessed local
chapters' position on sexual ethics. If Dignity is to
continue to identify itself as a Catholic arganization,
Dignity will have to come to terms with the Church on
the issue of sexual ethics. Dignity's stand on sexual
ethics is also significant because Dignity's attempts
to address this issue may have far reaching effects.
It is a historical fact that, in all too many
instances, harassment, diserimination, the passage of
unjust ciwvil laws, cutright persecution and even the
killing of memhers the gay and lesbian community bhave
been justified by the religious condemnation of
homosexuality,.

This chapter, therefore, focuses on Dignity's
attempt to define and legitimize a sexual ethic that is
rooted in Dignity's belief that gay and lesbian people
can responsibly exercise their sexuality while adhering
to Christ's teaching.® This chapter includes an
analysis of Dignity's Statement of Position and Purpose

and discusses documents issued in response to the

=]

Dignity / USA, Statement of Paosition and
Purpose, 1273, {; Minutes, 8th Biennial Session, House
of Delegates. Dignity, Inc. 21-23 July, 1987. p.24.
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Ratzinger Letter, such as Dignity's "Letter on Pastoral
Care of Gay and Lesbian Persons."” They were approved
by the assembled Dignity representatives at the Bal
Harbor, Florida national House of Delegates (HOD! which
met in 1987. Alsc included is a brief examination of
the documents approved by the 1989 Dignity HOD that met
in San Francisco in August, including the report of a
national Task Force on Sexual Ethics. The task force
report contains a pastoral response and a call for
dialogue and study based on the lived experiences of
gay and lesbian people that could lead to new
developments and, possibly, changes in Church thinking
about homosexuality.

Statement of Position and Purpose

Dignity summarizes its sexual ethic concisely in
its Statement of Positien and Purpose. Copies of
chapter constitutions and other Dignity publications
show how the Statement has evolved over the years. At
first, changes occurred in response to members' needs
and in their perceptions of the organization's mission
and philosophy. Visible in Dignity's pre—-1987
documents is a defensiveness as Dignity members
struggle to prove to the hierarchy and to themselves

the self-worth of gay and lesbian people, while
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avoiding any confrantation that would elicit a negative
reaction from the hierarchy. Since 1987, however,
Pignity documents ~- shether released by the national
organization or approved by delegates at the Bal Harbor
(1987) and San Francisco (1989) HODs -- stand in angry
opposition to the Ratzinger Letter. Dignity's stand is
based on its rejection of the statement that even
"..sthe inclination itself must be seen as an objective
disorder"® and that "...when they engage in homosexual
activity they confirm within themselves a disordered
sexual inclination which is essentially self-
indulgent."*

The sexual ethic reflected in Dignity's Statement
is based on the needs and life experiences of the gay
and lesbian community and has been coupled, from its
inception, with the theological reflection of priests,
chaplains, scholars, and theologians sympathetic to the
Dignity movement. A group of founding members drafted

the original Statement in 1973 at Dignity's first

® Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith,

'Letter to the World's Bishops aon the Pastoral Care of
Homosexual Persons," 1 Dctober 19846, #3.
“ Ibid., #7.
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national convention in Philadelphia.” As chapters in
the U.S. and Canada formed, they incorporated the
Statement into thei.r respective constitutions. The
Statement now exists as a collective articulation of
Dignity's self-understanding and sexual ethics.

In its opening paragraph, the Statement stresses
the belief in the beauty of God's creation, Christ's
redemptive role in a Spirit-blessed Church, and the
legitimate place lesbian women and gay men occupy in
God's orderly universe.” The Statement also claims
that gay Catholics are part of Christ's mystical body,
and that gay people are intrinsically good because God
created gays, Christ redeemed them, and tihe Holy Spirit
fills gays' hearts and minds through sacramental
Baptism. In the Statement, Dignity claims i1ts members'
right, privilege, and duty to fully participate in the
Church's sacramental life. The statement rejects the
negative self-images and guilt so prevalent in the gay
community, incorporating instead a theme from the

Paulirne epistles (I Cor é:14) that gay people are God's

“  Anonymous, "Dignity: The Reason to be, A

Statement of Purpose,” Insight: A Guarterly of Gay
Catholic Opinion, 2:1 (Fall, 1977}): 7.

&

Dignity / USA, Statement of Position and
Purpose, 1973 I.

194



temples, instruments God uses to exemplify the reality
of God's love at work among God's creatures.”

In the second section, the Statement asserts that
gay pecple can express their sexuality in accord with
Christ's teaching. The Statement intertwines Diynity's
acknowledgement of the privilege of sexuality with an
implied mandate to use that gift only in a responsibie
and wunselfish manner. A third section acknowledges
Pignity's responsibility to wuse its links with the
Church, society, and gay individuals, to advance gay
causes as it helps other gay and lesbian people to
achieve self-acceptance and dignity. More importantly,
the Statement commits Dignity to the development of a
sexual theology that will allow the Church to
completely and fully accept gay and lesbian people.®

Finally, Dignity/USA defines itseif as an or-
ganization with a professed commitment to "...develop
leadership and to be an instrument through which the
gay and lesbian Catholic may be heard by tihe Church and

s

Society." Dignity proposes accomplishing its goals by

7 Ibid.
® Ibid., I1.

@

Dignity/USA, Statement of Position and Purpoase,
II.
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attending to four interrelated areas. Mass, reception

of the sacraments, personal prayer, and the virtue of

love are recommended in the area of spiritual
development. Educational goals include promoting
information on religious and gay issues. Social

involvement stresses Dignity's solidarity with other
gay, religious, and secular groups. By attending to
the area of social caoncerns, Dignity attempts to
strengthen individual gays' self-acceptance as well as
bonding between members within the organization by
actively promoting an atmosphere that fosters mature
friendships.

In contrast to more recent Dignity Statements,
this 1973 wversion of the GStatement uses only male-
oriented, gender exclusive language, failing throughout
to acknowledge the presence of the lesbian community or
any other women. In that respect, the 1973 Statement
suggests Dignity's all-male roots, and guite possibly,
some of its male members' tlose, idealistic
identification with the Church’'s male-oriented power
structure. An unspoken, unconscious tradition of male
dominance persists in many chapters. Consequently,
despite some attempts to attract lesbian members, women

at Dignity functions are averwhelmingly outnumbered in
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manv chapters, including the Detroit and Toledo
chapters. The 1982 Philadelphiz rnational HOD amended
the Statement, using inclusive languago. Further
efforts to incorporate inclusive language in the
Statement culminated in final revisions amended at the
1989 San Francisco HOD, which saw two competing slates
of aspirants to national office bath meeting gender
parity guidelines adopted at the 1987 Bal Harbor HOD.
Dignity's present Statement differs considerably
from the ariginal concept of its founder, Pax Nidorf.
Nidorf weriginally hoped that Dignity would primarily
help gay Catholics address their guilt while they
learned to feel comtortable in the Church. Nidorf
tried to avoid forming a suyregated form of church,
envisioning instead, a group that, in helping its
members to deal with their problems, could also serve
as an ideal of self-acceptance and 1love, acting as a
guiding light for the larger gay community. At the
same time, Nidorf thought, Dignity would bhecome fully
integrated in the Church, where Dignity would gift the
larger, straight community with its unique talents and

the witness of its presence.'®

'™ Pax Nidorf, correspondence with author, 23
September 1989,
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The earliest versions of Dignity's Gtatement
deviate from Nidorf's original intent. While it is
possible that at first the Statement oanly meant to
empower gay Catholics by bhelping them achieve a sense
of their inherent goodness, Dignity has apparently
taken seriously its founding members' vision that
Dignity work for a development of a sexual theology
that accepts the equality of gay men and lesbian women
to each other. The GStatement directs Dignity to
attempt to accomplish a broad spectrum of objectives
affecting members, participants, friends, the entire
gay community, and the Chureh as a whole.

The tasks that this original Statement, and later
documents approved by the 1989 San francisco HOD, uet
forth coincide with Dignity's role as a representative
group of a sexual minority in society and within the
Catholic Christian community that Fox describes as the
"anawim" or "...weaker people of the earth."'?

Kotlarczyk states:

These groups L[of anawiml continue to be
crushed and alienated...by the supressors

2 Matthew Fox, Original Blessing: A Primer in
Creation Spirituality Presented in Four Paths, Twenty-—
Six Themes and Two Guestions (Santa Fe, NM: Bear & Co.,
1983), R&73 Patricia S. Kotlarczyk, "Mending the Torn
Spirit Making Ready the Way," (thesis, Marygrove
College, 199S), 4; Kerr, interview, 198%.
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[=2ic] argument that in some way these people
--.do something that is contrary to nature.
++:In the order of creation they are not
considered to be made in the...image and
likeness of God. In the fullness of the gift
of their created humanity, the ANAWIM L[sic)
are not celebrated as equal and full members

of the body of Christ. Rather, they are
related to in a repressive, condemning manner
which deems them "naturally below" the
ideologies -—- political, social and, most
unfortunate, theological -- determining the

course of their lives.®

In explaining how the anawim must work to achieve
acceptance and integration, Kotlarczyk in effect sets
out some of the tasks that Dignity’'s leadership and

members commit themselves to accomplish through the

Statement. According to Kotlarczyk, one of the
anawim's task is +to bond together in advecacy

communities or groups "...to challenge the detrimental
and unwarranted precaonceptions which underlie the
structure's...behaviour towards...them."*®

Theological Argquments Supporting Dignity's Ethical

Stand.
Dignity received almost immediate endorsement from
a number of sources. Theolagian John J. HMcNeill

addressed the 1973 national convention, The following

*® Kotlarczyk, "Mending the Torn Spirit," 43 Fox,
Original Blessing, 268.

*9® Kotlarczyk, "Mending the Torn Spirit," 1-2.
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veanr, Catholic theologian Gregory Baum defended
Dignity, praising the Statement's sincerity and
positive tone, nating that heterosexual people involved
with Dignity risk the same intolerable burden of
discrimination and social prejudice that gay and
lesbian people endure every day of their lives.*™

Baum argues that gay and lesbian Dignity members
have transcended society's oppression and stereotypes
by building relationships. Now Dignity stands before
Church and society seeking justice. Theologians, Baum
points out, face a binding responsibility to
acknowledge seriocusly the witness of gay and lesbian

couples who base their relationships on mutual love and

care. Baum envisions the possibility that, after
considering gay and lesbian life experiences,
theologians will conclude that constitutional

homosexuals have an obligation first to acknowledge and
to accept their orientation, and then to fashion lives
based on the truth of that reality, as those in Dignity
have done.®

After considering as evidence the positive effects

** Bregory Baum, "Dignity: An Historic View of

Catholic Homosexuals," Insight: A Quarterly of Gay
Catholic Opinion 2:f (Fall, 1977)s: 195.

'S Ibid., l6.
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of well-ordered gay and lesbian relationships -and
lives, Baum concludes that homosexual love "“...is not
contrary to the human nature, defined in terms of
mutuality, toward which mankind is summoned."'® Baum
notes that Dignity promotes a theological position
requiring gays and lesbians to achieve self-acceptance,
affirmation and equal participation in the Church. In
fulfilling this moral obligation that requires gay and
lesbian people to discard the self-pity and self-

deprecation that society attempts to impose, gays and

lesbians must learn to rely on themselves, on the
wisdom accumulated by the gay community, to heal one
another of the self-hatred that, when ignored,

generates hostility.

in Baum's view, Dignity cultivates and nurtures
this wisdom because it fosters the expectation that gay
and lesbian people, acting in the context of a
believing community that is guided by the Holy Spirit,
can use open eéend trusting dialogue to guide one
another. According to Baum, Dignity sees Christianity,
with its message of divine acceptance of all through
Christ, as the antidote to a psychological plague

ravagin the gay community: self-rejection, and the
ging k4

‘< Ibid.
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guilt feelings society imposes.'”

Despite the previously noted lack of inclusive
language in its documents, Baum praises Dignity's
emphasis on the gender parity he perceives in the
policies of the national leadership and in Dignity's
sensitivity ta male-female relationships -- something
Baum finds lacking in most Catholic organizations.'®
Baum warns Dignity not to attempt to seek recognition
from the Vatican, but to work instead to develop a
minority position within the Church because of the
Church's hesitancy to make any changes in its theology,
even when it affects millions of heterosexual people,
as is the case in its teachings aon birth caontroi.”

Initial Hierarchical Response to Dignity.

Indeed, when Dignity, focllowing its first

convention, wrote to all the U.S. bishops, it received

no response. Instead, the National Conference of
Catholic Bishops released a document, "Principles to
Guide Confessors in Questions of Homosexuality." This

document, described as "quasi official" by Kosnik gt

17 Ibid., 17.
*® [pid.
1% Ibid.
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al., " briefly articulates the Church's position on
homosexuality, and advocates a specific program of
spiritual direction for homosexuals.™*

The Guide briefly explains the Church's positian
that genital acts are only moral between males and
females, when performed in the context of marriage, and
only when these acts are open to procreation.®” In
presenting a discussion of the causes of homosexuality,
the document presents, on the whole, a negative view of
homosexuality as a developmental disorder®™® which is a
consequence of poor parenting practices, dysfunctional
families, character defects, feelings of inadeguacy and
immaturity, and other contributing factors ~- such as

stuttering and stammering —— that force a young male to

(e ]

Anthony Kosnik et al., Human Sexuality: New
Directions in American Catholic Thought (New York:
Paulist, 1977), 209.

#1 John J. McNeill, The Church and the Homosexual,
drd ed. (Boston: Beacon, 1988}, 7.

28  National Conference of Catholic Bishops,

Principles to Guide Confessors In Questions of
Homosexuality (Washington, DC: National Conference of
Catholic Bishops, 1973), 3-4,

e Jeamnine Gramick, “Preface," chap. in
Homosexuality in the Priesthood and the Religious Life
{New York: Crossroad, 1989), x.
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seek only the company of same-sex peers.”™
Pastorally, confessors are reminded that Catholic
teaching bans homosexual genital acts under any and all

=

circumstances.” McBrien points out:

From the time of Paul...the Catholic

tradition has cansistently judged all

homosexual acts as at once unnatural and

gravely sinful,®®

Up to the release of the Ratzinger Letter,
Catholic moral theologians discussed a number of
different assessments of homosexual acts. McBrien, in
his definitive presentation of Catholic theology,
presents two: homosexual acts are morally neutral; and
homosexual acts are essentially imperfect.®” In the
study cammissioned by the Catholic Theological Society
of America, Kosnik et al. describe two other options:

the morality of homosexual acts can be Jjudged according

to their relational significance;®® and, that

24 National Conference of Catholic Bishops,
"Principles to Buide Confessors,” 6-7.

€= Ibid., 19.

=% Richard P. McBrien, Catholicism: Study Edition
{San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1981), 1029.

7 Ibid., 103l.

&8 Kosnik et al., Human Sexuality, 204-204,
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homosexual acts are intrinsically good and natural.””
However, the Ratzinger Letter rejects these
alternatives, implying that the pesition that
homosexual orientation and homosexual acts are both
intrinsically evil is the only viab!e Catholic
position.™®

The view that bhomosexual acts are intrinsically
evil is presented in the "Guide to Confessars,”" and the
1975 Vatican Declaration on Sexual Ethics®'. Kosnik et
al., explain that this view holds that homosexual
activity destroys human personhood, 1leading to the
conclusion that complete sexual abstimence combined
with sublimation is the only option for gay and lesbian
persons., ™" It is precisely this position that the
evidence of Dignity's lived experience, as expressed in
the 1989 San Francisco HOD documents, contradicts. The

Guide, in discussing remedies for permanent

homosexuality, advocates an intensive daily regime of

=¥ Ibid., 206-208.
9 Sacred Congregation far the Doctrine of the
Faith, "Letter to the Bishops", #3, #7.

“' Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith. "Declaration on Certain Questions Concerning
Sexual Ethics," United States Catholic Conference, 29
December 1975.

9% Kosnik et al., Human Sexuality, 202
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meditation, spiritual reading, acts of charity,
frequent reception of the sacraments, regularly
scheduled and freguent consultations with a apiritual
director as well as the formation of stable
heterosexual and homosexual relationships.®®

In essence, this 1is the program the priest-
theologian John Harvey integrated into the guidelines
of the group Courage, which Harvey helped ta found.
Harvey recommends that gay and lesbian people cultivate
an ascetic spiritual 1life that includes: spending
fifteen minutes daily in morning prayer and meditation;
another ten minutes per day on spiritual reading;
performing a daily examination of conscience; frequent
attendance at weekday masses; devotion to the Blessed
Virgin and saints; freguent confession with a carefully
chosen confessor; and the freguent performance of

charitable works.®*

This program, many argue, is more
intense than the spiritual programs that ordained,
celibate priests follow.

In contrast to the Dignity movement which

B8 National Conference of Catholic Bishops, "Guide
to Confessors," 10-11l.

@«  John Harvey, "Some Pastoral Reflections on
Homosexuality," in Contemporary Pastoral Counselinqg,
ed. Eugene J. Weitzel (New York: Bruce, 1969), 116,
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basically is a grassroots organization, Courage is
backed, and in some dioceses such as New York City,
also funded and promoted by the hierarchy. In caontrast
to Dignity, Courage has a much smaller membership. In
some cities, Courage has not been able to maintain or
attract enough members to survive, despite the fact
that, since the Ratzinger Letter, some ordinaries, in
an attempt to minister to gay and lesbian Catholics in
their dioceses, have endorsed Courage chapters. Harvey
is not without his critics. 1In conversation, Dignity
members comment on the unrealistic demands of Harvey's
program. A priest, a former student and admirer of
Harvey who now actively supports Dignity, offers this
background information which helps to explain where
some of Dignity's opposition originates. The anonymous
priest states:

Harvey...was actually a pioneer...in

counseling gay/lesbian people....But Harvey

has not grown one iota and is now a rather

bitter man....He attacks Boty Nugent and

Jeannine Bramick in a nasty and personal way

and has intervened with a few bishops trying

to block them from using Catholic facilities

«...He sees homosexuality as a disordered

orientation....Harvey does not believe

constitutional homosexuals can change, but

does believe that they must suppress their

tendencies and uses a support group approach

similar to AA [Alccholics Anonymousl. Like

AA the gay/lesbian person must see

him/herself as ‘diseased' and in need of
healing. There's no place for a healthy
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homosexual in Harvey's plan....Courage can do

real bharm, mostly in re-enforcing negative

stereotypes and destroying the self-

confidence and self-acceptance of its
members ., %

Kosnik et al. point out that the Guide, in
affirming the basic need for human relationships,
encourages the gay penitent to form and maintain
lasting homosexual and heterosexual friendships.™®
McNeill acknowledges that the Guide has beeﬁ considered
by some authors to be the first efficial Church
document to encourage homosexual friendships that do
not include genital activity.®”

While the Guide states that a confessor may
absolve those who occasionally "lapse" into homosexual
behaviour, nevertheless the Guide demands that the
confessor order homosexuals to sever any relationship

that routinely involves overt genital behaviour.®® The

Guide further discourages ‘"overt" homosexuals from

2% Anonymous priest, correspondence with author,
20 September [98%.

@& Kosnik et al., Human Sexuality, 20%; National
Council of Catholic Bishops, "Guide to Confessors,”" 11,

37 McNeill, Church and the Homosexual, 7-8.

P8 National Council of Catholic Bishops, "Guide to
Confessors,” 11.
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receiving the Eucharist.®”

McNeill argues that most confessors, pastoral
counsellors and priests fail to realize what gays and
lesbians face when attempting to obey the order to
adhere to a 1life of chaste celibacy. According teo
McNeill, a number of authors use the term "chastity"
when they mean complete and total abstinence, not just
from sexual acts, but from any form of sexual
expression, a far cry from the continence expected of
unmarr ied heteraosexual persons. MchNeill believes that
gay men would have to avoid any number of risk—-iaden
circumstances that might lead to any form of a genital
relationship. McNeill contends that, under those
guidelines, gay men would be bound to avoid the
follaowing potentially sinful situations: close
friendships with any woman because society views these
as a part of courtship; close friendships with other
men because these might become occasions of sinj any
previous gay friends, the all-male circumstances of the
religious or military life; meaningful friendships that
might c¢ontain an aura of romanticism. Thus McNeill

argues, proporents of chastity for gay persons forbid

®% McBrien, Catholicism, 1031; National Council of
Catholic Bishops, "Guide to Confessors,” 14-15.
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not only genital sexual expression but any deep and
affectionate relationship with either males or females

-— in other words, a lonely isclated life devoid of any

close friendships -- under fear of eternal damnation.“®
The Guide receives the praise cited earlier
because it does endarse close interpersonal

relationships. The Buide states:

A homosexual can have an abiding relationship

with another homosexual without genital

sexual expression. Indeed the deeper need of

any buman is for friendship rather than

genital expression, although this is usually

an element in heterosexual relationships.“?

McNeill warns that, while a number of gays can
live lives of abstinence, the experience of counsellors
and confessars shows that, for others, total abstinence
coupled with a sublimation of sexual desire may not be
possible without risking severe emotional conflict or
personality breakdown, with periods of abstinence
interrupted by near-compulsive, clandestine, and

promiscuous sexual activity.*®

“? John J. MeNeill, The Christian Male Homosexual:
Part II," Homiletic and Pastoral Review 70:10 {July
197011 7357-758.

#* National Conference of Catholic Bishops.
"Principles to Guide Confessors in Questions of
Homosexuality." 1973, 11.

“ McNeill, "The Christian Male Homosexual: Part
i1,"” 1970, 737-7548.
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Dignity's Responses to the Ratzinger Letter.

In its initial responses to the Ratzinger Letter,
Dignity USA issued press releases that differ from the
1973 Statement. In these statements, Dignity places
itself in a position to challenge Catholic teaching
when it portrays the goal of its work as follows:

To encourage a sexual theology within the
Ehurch  that will minister to all believers

7egardless of their sexual orientation.
Dignity disagrees with the magisterial
teaching of tine Church concerning

homosexuality.“™

In its previous official documents, even during
the traumatic period surrounding McMaught's hunger
strike, Dignity took a conciliatory, almost apologetic
stance, modestly seeking dialogue and communication
with the hisrarchy. Dignity's responses to the Church
at the time of the McNaught conflict centred primarily
around the unjust treatment of individuals based an
their sexual orientation, as illustrated in McNaught's
statement that was quoted earlier. In fact, in
reviewing Dignrity's pre-Ratzinger Letter documents, one
is struck by their tone of hope that, with greater
awareness of the lived experience and struggle of gay

and lesbian couples to live moral lives, the hierarchy

“® Dignity/USA Press Releases, 1985, 1987.
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would acknowledge the legitimacy of Dignity's claim
that gays and lesbians can exercise their sexuality in
accord with Christ's teaching. However, this hope had
not beern realized, and a sense of despair about this
possibility had settled into the Dignity community.

In the state of crisis created by the Ratzinger
Letter, the natianal house of delegates convened in Bal
Harbor, Florida almost a year after the Ratzinger
tetter's release, and, by a 177-B majority, approved an
amendment to the Statement.“* In addition to
reaffirming the earlier Statement, the amerdment again
committed Dignity to work for the development of
Catholic sexual theology. It also stated that Dignity
",..emphatically disagrees with and calls for a re-
examination of the magisterial teachings....." on
homosexuality as expressed both in the 1976 NCCB
document, “Te Live in Christ Jesus," and in the
Ratzinger Letter itself.®”

Walczak, in attempting to assess the events at Bal
Harbor, writes of the hurt and anger expressed by the

delegates to chapter evictions and ordinaries’

Ly g

Minutes, 8th Biennial Session, House of
Delegates. Dignity, Inc. July 21-23, 1987. Res. H-
45-Jul 1987, p. 29.

“= Ibid.
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inquisitions that followed the Ratzinger Letter,
Walczak explains that the Bal Harbor Statement's
supporters acted in response to "...a spiritual call to
reply forcefully to a forceful attack on ourselves as
members of the mystical Body of Jesus Christ."“®

Despite the enthusiasm exhibited by the delegates,
members who underwent the trauma of an inguisition
process that resulted in their chapters' expulsions
questioned the delegates' wisdom. Walczak points out:

The Bal Harbor Statement represented a change

in Dignity's policy in that it clearly moved

the organization from one that calmly and

prayerfully sought reconciliation within the

hierarchical church to one characterized by

open defiance and confrontational
attitudes.”*”

Bal Harbor Statement opponents charged that
Dignity had, in effect, rejected Church teaching, thus
ending the possibility obof dialogue in addition to
providing the hierarchy with concrete evidence they
need to prove that Dignity opposes church teaching.
However, the 1987 Bal Harbor HOD's actions, which can
be described merely as a defensive reaction to the

Ratzinger Letter, illustrate a remarkable solidarity

““ Christopher Walczak, "The Bal Harbor Statement:
An Attempt to Analyze the Current Debate,” unpublished
/ unpaginated.

“7 1bid.
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and increased militancy that indicate Dignity's growing
self-confidence and self acceptance.

Declaration of No.a—-Reception.

One of Dignity's strongest statements was its
"Declaration of Non-Reception of the Pastoral Letter on
the Care of Homosexuwal Persons,” which the 1987 Bal
Harbor HOD ordered sent to the Sacred Congregation for
the Doctrine of the Faith, the Vatican Pro Nuncia, and

president of the U.8. National Conference of Catholic

Bishops.”"? This one~page document rejects the
Ratzinger Letter on seven tounts. Labelling the
Ratzinger Letter as "pastorally inadequate” and

"ineffective" in its attempts to meet U.S. gay and

lesbian Catholics' needs, Dignity levels a number of
charges against the Ratzinger Letter: The Letter
ineffectively expresses Christ's teachings; that no

consultation with gays and lesbians, either to examine
their lived experiences or ta assess the Letter's
effects on them, took place. In addition, Dignity

charges that the Ratzinger Letter not only causes

further alienation, it also excuses, if not gives
outright justification to, the intolerable burden of
“® Minutes. B8th Biennial Session. House of

Delegates, Dignity, Inc. 21-283 July 1987. Res. H-47-
Jul 1987. p. 26.

g2la



continuing violence and injustice against the gay and

lesbian people.””®

Dignity's Pastoral Letter.

The 1987 Bal Harbor HOD also approved a sensitive
document that proposed some concrete solutions ta the
inadequacies of the Ratzinger ietter, suggesting ways
the Church could move to meet the needs of gay and
leshian Catholics. The "Letter on the Pastoral Care of
Gay and Lesbian Persons"” proposed a number of
recammendations in the areas of justice, sexual ethics,
and ministry. This response to the Ratzinger Letter
was based cn "...the substantial store of our
EDignityis] ministry experience with gay/lesbian
people...."™

Dignity's pastoral letter ends with an invitation
to dialogue, a call to the U.S. ordinaries that reads:

In their 1974 pastoral letter “"Toa Live in

Christ Jesus," the American Catholic bishops

affirmed the basic rights of gay peaple to

freedom from prejudice, to respect,
friendship, and justice, to an active role in

the Christian community, and to a special

degree ofF pastoral understanding and care.
Dignity now calls wupon the leaders af the

“% "Declaration of Non-Receptiomn of The Pastoral

Letter on the Care of Homosexual Persons." Dignity /
USA. undated.

= Dignity/USA. ‘“Letter on Pastoral Care of Gay
and Lesbian Persons.” 23 July 1987, unpaqinated.
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Catholic Church in this country to deepen
their commitment to these principles. We
invite them to join hands with us in prayer
and to dialogue with wus in charity to heal
the wounds of alienation.®?*

The 1989 Convention.

When it reconvened fer the 1989 San Francisco HOD
in late August, Dignity delegates from all over North
America spent several days examining Dignity's
collective conscience, so to speak, in a series of
process theology workshops designed to bring closure to
Dignity's anger and agony resulting from the Ratzinger
Letter and the subsequent expulsions of so many of its
chapters. In essence, Dignity members wiped one
another's tears. They mourned during a reading of a
litany of the names of those who died from AIDS that
took more than fifteen minutes to complete. And they
commemorated the exodus of more than two dozen chapters
from the parishes they once called home. In his
acceptance speech, President Elect Pat Roche stated:

In our process sessions...l heard you affirm

that now is a time for healing...that...we

must let go of our child-parent relationship

with the Church...that we are now 21, that we

have come of age and we should act it....we

must loudly and proudly proclaim the

truth....we can practice our sexuality in a

unitive manner which is loving, life-giving
and life-affirming. If WE [sicl won't affirm
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the goodness of our relationships, who
will?7...we must be church, we must be faith
communities, and we must find new ways to
ritualize our experiences.™

Revigsion of the Statement of Pasition and Purpose.

In the wake of a directive by the Los Angeles
bishops denying priests permission to celebrate the
core ritual of Catholic Christianity, the Eucharist, to
Dignity communities, the assembled San Francisco HOD
dropped any pretences of open agreement with the
Church's position on sexual ethics when it passed a
motion that amended the Statement of Position and
Purpose. The San Franciscoe HOD minutes read that the
motion passed by a vote of 140 to 23. Only a few
chapters, including Detrecit, dissented.”™ The portion
of the amended statement that is most likely to
generate controversy with the Church hierarchy reads:

We believe that we can express our sexuality

physically in a wunitive manner that Iis

loving, life giving, and life affirming.”*

Dignity's Sexual Ethics Report.

B#  pPat Roche, "City of God," Speech presented 3
September 1989, Dignity/USA 21:6 {(November 198%9): 12~
13.

=% Minutes. 9th Biermnial Session, House of

Delegates, Dignity, Inc. 29-31 August, 1989. Res. H-
10-Aug 1989, p. 7.
B4 Ibid.
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Without a rationale, Dignity's amended Statement
would place it in opposition to the Church. However,
the HOD alse approved a document developed by a Task
Force on Sexual Ethics. The Task Foarce was formed at
the 1983 national Seattle HOD. The document
incorporates the results of interviews, workshops, and
a survey of Dignity members' views on sexual ethics.
This research, which was designed to provide
dacumentation for an ethical stand based on the life

o)

experiences of gay and lesbian men and women,”™ also
involved visits by the Sexual Ethics Task Force +to
eight major North American cities.™

The document claims that Dignity speaks with the
voice of the oppressed. It charges that the Church
grossly misuses power to oppress gay and lesbian
people:

Invoking God's name, Church eofficials have

forbidden us to live as God made us. They

have told us to feel shame and guilt for who

we are and what we do as sexual beings. They
have commanded us not to speak af the truth

that we know. The validity of our experience

is denied -- the most subtle and damaging

%% Task Force on Sexual Ethics. "Sexual Ethics:
Experience, Growth, Challenge: A Pastoral Reflection

for Lesbian and Gay Catholics"” 16-17.

®e Nate Gruel, "Sexual Ethics Document Issued,®

21:7 Dignity/USA Newsletter, 1.
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form of oppression.®™?

In a statement that echoes McMNaught's proclamation
of his hunger fast, the Sexual Ethics Report chronicles
some of the damage that gay and lesbian people have
suffered as they attempted +to live in accordance with
Church directives. It notes that, just as gay and
lesbian weople have been oppressed by the Church, so
have any dissenting theologians, prophets, and
teachers. As a result, the oppressed have had to find
their own strength, and have had ¢to learn to affirm
their own selfhood.™™ Consequently, the document
points out, the gay and lesbian people of Dignity have
had to establish their own sexual ethic.®” The
document points out that "...scholars have shown the
inadequacy of an ethic that regards sexual
intimacy...as an agreement to procreate."®” Thus, the
document concludes, the gay and lesbian community must
rely on the "primacy of the individual conscience *

that is cited in the documents of Vatican II."”* In

®7 Ibid., 2.
®® Ibid., 3.
=% Ibid., S.
> 1pid., 9.
& fbid.
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explaining Dignity's vision of its stance in its new
relationship to the Church, Nate Gruel, Chair of the
Task Force on Sexual Ethics, wrote:
The operative principle here was that the
Churech must be instructed by the lived

experience of its people...the document was
defined as communication from the people of

God to the people of God. As such, the

document was seen as Tilling a pastoral

role,.,..a source of ‘conscience formation and
1 dai

spiritual growth.

The study endarses the seven values in sexual
behaviour that were presented and explained in the work
by Kosnik et al. In addition, the document states
that, while gay and lesbian people may be unwelcome in
traditional parishes, they have, in Dignity,
established their own faith community, and in so deoing,
have experienced and, in fact, become Church, meeting
each others' deepest needs.“®

The document ends with a redefinition of Dignity
in the naked light of the pain and torture inflicted on
the gay and lesbian community by the Church:

As members of Dignity, we are Christ's

disciples, a lesbian and gay People of God in

the Body of Christ, part of the Catholic

tradition. Our sexuality 1is Bod's holy gift

to us. In it, and in our genital activity, we
want to meet our Ged. We continue to explore

“® Nate Gruel, "Sexual Ethics Document,” 1.
“2 Dignity/USA, "Sexual Ethics,” 13-14.,
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how to live sexually in an ethically
responsible marmmer that is consonant with the
teachings of Christ....by reflecting aon our
personal experience and learning from those
who are engaged in similar reflection....by
praying together and celebrating Christ's
presence in our midst in Word and consonant
with the teachings of Christ....by reflecting
On our personal experience and learning from
those who are engaged in similar reflection
ase.by praying together and celebrating
Christ's presence in our midst in Word and
Sacrament. We do so under the guidance of
the Spirit, wheo will lead us intoc the
fullness of truth.®®

The HOD Aftermath: the Threat of Outing.

Dignity/USA officers and members left the
convention excited and enthused. The process of
affirmation, acceptance, and acknowledgment that
individual members are part of a larger body of like-
minded pecple that seems so much a part of the Dignity
experience of past conventions was repeated at a
national level. Press reports reflected the excitement
that most of the returning delegates shared with other
members of their home chapters. As of this writing, no
ordinary has taken any further action against any
Dignity chapter as a result of the documents approved
at the San Francisco HOD.

However, recent developments have spotlighted a

disquieting facet of Dignity's disagreement with the

% Ibid., 15.
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Church on sexual ethics that may seriously affect the
possibility of free and open discussion on Dignity's
position on sexual ethics. Not only does Dignity now
challenge the Church hierarchy, but also gay and
lesbian Christians are becoming aware that they have
faced serious acts of oppression, not only from

heterosexual, but also from homosexual priests and

members of the hierarchy, including cardinals.
According to published reports and private
conversations, some Dignity members and gay authors

interpret this repressive behaviour as manifestations
of individual clerics' hatred of their own sexuality.®”

On 15 Geptember 1989, the National Catholic
Reporter published an article that quoted the past
president of Dignity/New York, James Serafini and then-
Dignitv/USA president James Bussen as stating that some
Dignity members have expressed strong feelings in
favour of exposing those sexually active gay members of
the hierarchy who have successfully kept their sexual

orientation hidden -— those who are still "in the

#2 Dignity /7 USA, Board of Director members,
conversations with author, July-August 19893 DeStefano,
"Punishing a Church Critic," 463 De Stefano, "Gay Under
the Collar," 443C. A. Tripp, The Homosexual Matrix, d
ed., Meridian (New York: New American Library, 1987).
277-280 n.M.
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closet" -— while at the same time taking action against

-

other gays.” This action is called outing. Kenkelen
quotes Serafini as explaining that outing tactics would
be used selectively, against those who "...achieve
legitimacy and power in the church by suppressing other
gay people.’''®”

Kenkelen, commenting on the mood of the
convention, implied that the Dignity membership would
back such tactics because it vociferously cheered and
applauded the Dignity/New York delegation that
represented a group that stages freguent, regular
pProtests at St. Patrick's Cathedral in New York city as
part of what has come to be known as "The Cathedral

Project."*"

However, when the conservative, anti-
confrontation New York chapter, Dignity/Big Apple,
entered the convention hall, Kenkelen states that other

delegates responded with "...only polite applause."®"

The article elicited immediate denouncements and

“=  Bill Kenkelen, "Dignity Considers Bolder
Approach,” National Catholic Reporter, 13 September
1989, 3.

“? Ibid., 3.
0 Ihid.
%  Ibid.
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denials by Dignity leaders in subsequent articles.”

Newly elected Dignity/USA president Pat Roche stated:
Serafini does not represent the leadership of
Dignity....We don't preserve or enhance our
dignity by destroying that of others....I'm
thoroughly disgusted. I absolutely and

unequivocally do not agree with (Serafini’'s)
remarks.”?

Serafini responded that bhe had spoken in his
capacity as a delegate to the San Francisco HOD, the
cofounder of and past president of the New York
chapter. Serafini stated that he feels a moral
obligation to attempt to curtail the hierarchical
abuses of Church leaders who have used their positions
to oppose gay civil rights. Such actions, Serafini
charges, reveal a deep self-hatred.”™ Serafini stated:

My intention in ‘auting' is...to expose

abuses of power and the twisted, self-hating

actions that evolve necessarily out of a

natural-law theology that degrades humanity

and sexuality. To this end, one must

demystify these men's 1lives and expose the

lies they live.”™

Serafini's actions ~- an all-or-nothing tactic —-

7?7 Kate DeSmet, "Group Opposes Call to Name Gay
Catholic Leaders,” Detroit News, 16 September 198%9.

7t Ibid.

72 James A. Serafini, "Silence Gives Assent,”
National Catholic Reporter, 29 December 1989, 17.

72 Ibid.
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seem to indicate the desperation and frustration that
some members of the Dignity community may be
experiencing. Thus, Dignity may discover that its work
in addressing the issue of sexual ethics may not
resolve its dilemma. Dignity may find that it must
alse confrant, by its words and its actions, this issue
of abuse of power, which has become deeply intertwined
with the issue of sexual ethics in Dignity's struggle

for survival.
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CHAPTER I

SEXUAL ETHICS

INTERVIEW DATA

The official stand of Dignity as an organization
places it at odds with traditional Vatican teaching on
the issue of sexual ethics, especially as articulated
in the Ratzinger Letter. In this research nroject,
three of the twenty—-one gquestions that were used as a

skeleton for the open—ended interviews specifically

addressed this issue of sexual ethics. Respondents
were asked to provide, in their own wWords, an
explanation of Church teaching on homosexuality. They
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were asked to talk about their reaction tao the
Ratzinger lLetter and, finally, to articulate their
model of responsible, ethical sexual behaviour.

The respondents’ answers to these gquestions give
some insight into their perceptions of how the very
Church they belong to and profess to love, judges them.
The responses also indicate, how; in the light of this
knowledge, Dignity members view themselves as they
wrestle with the issue of sexual ethics. The
interviews also show how the Dignity Task Force on
Sexual Ethics report reflects the thinking of at least
the members who took part in the research project.
Substantial agreement within Dignity on this crucial
matter of sexual ethics is an important factar in the
unity and strength of the organization as it deals with

the disapproval of the Church.

Respondents?® Perceptions of Church Teaching.

Interview respondents were asked to explain the
Church’s teaching on homosexuality. Their comments
reveal some misconceptions, most notably that one of
the lay respondents stated that the Church condemns aill

1

homosexuals, Some of the other respondents either may

not possess a clear understanding of the Church’s

* Tape Female #1, transcript, 1&7.
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position on homasexuality, or they may consider this a
topic that is too painful to discuss. When asked the
same question™, nine male lay respondents gave
explanations either of their own sexual ethic, or they
made statements explaining their views of what they
thought the Church should teach about gay and lesbian
sexual ethics. However, thirteen correctly explained
that the Church position prior to the Ratzinger Letter
did not condemn homosexuality as a sexual orientation,
but forbade any genital homosexual activity. A 19735
document reads:

In the pastoral field, those homosexuals must

certainly be t*treated with understanding and

sustained in the hope of overcoming their

personal difficulties and their inability to

fit into society....In Sacred Scripture

[homosexual actsl] are condemned as a serious

depravity.... it does attest to the fact that

homosexual acts are intrinsically disordered

and can in no case be approved.”
Another document, by the National Conference ci

Catholic Bishops, states:

Some persons fTind themselves through no fault
of their own to have a homosexual

® Question #14, asked of lay respondents and also
of the chaplains, read: "Please explain your perception
of Church teaching on sexuality."

® Gacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith, Declaration on Certain Questions Concerning
Sexual Ethics United GStates Catholic Conference,
Publication No. 438-4, #8.
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orientation....Homosexual activity, however,
as distinguished frem homosexual orientation,
is morally wrong.”
The Ratzinger Letter, however, opts for a stronger
condemnation of homosexuality:
Although the particular inclination of the
homosexual person is not a siny 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.”

Many of the interview respondents restated the
views of one respondent who felt that Church teaching
is "...less understanding [(than it should bel and is
very likely outdated..."® Others said that the
Church basically teaches that marriage is the norm and
that "...other lifestyles are aberrations ...including,
strangely enough, celibacy."” One male summarized
Church teaching this way:

Sexuality is designed, not only to populate

the world, but it acts as a sign of love

between two people of the opposite sex whose
relationship has been blessed by the Church

“ National Conference of Catholic Bishops, Tg Live
in Christ Jesus: A Pastoral Reflection on the Moral
Life, 11 November 1976, United States Catholic
Conference, Publication No. 115-&, #52.

® Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the

Faith, “Letter to the World’s Bishops," #3.
* Male Interview #5, interview notes, 5.
7 Tape Male #8, transcript, 98.
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...Anything else is...immoral.”

Others knew that, as stated prior to the Ratzinger
Lettery, Church teaching condemned homosexual genital
acts, but not homosexuality per se.? Or, in other
words, they stated that homosexuality is a valid sexual
orientation but that, to be "in good standing” with the
Church, all gay and lesbian people must Temain
celibate. *” One said the Church teaches that
".,..active homosexuals are not part of God’s kingdom
and will go to Hell."*? This and other respondents
felt condemned by the Church which, in their view,
refused to accept gay and lesbian people under any
circumstances.'® One male stated:

1 understand that we’re freaks and that we

have to be celibate if we’re going to be

saved. I just dismiss [Church teachingl.

(It’s] simply not true 1in any possible way.

At first, it hurt. 1 thought, I am a good

Catholic, Lbut I Feelld condemned and

rejected. 1 hung on while a lot of my
friends have left.'™

¥ Tape Male #5, transcript, 44,

? Tape Male #1, transcript, 12.
'® Tape Male #12, transcript, &3.
** Tape Male #35, transcript, 72.
*® Tape Male #3, transcript, 2S.
*¥ Tape Male #10, transcript, 53.
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A number have simply reached the conclusion that

the Vatican’s teaching is

livesy although they apparently still

authority. One male said:

As time goes ony I am less
everything the Church hands down
even though the Pope is the closest
God, all the men that are

no longer relevant in their

revere Papal

accepting of

because,
thing to

in charge of the

Church are human beings. They’'re atill
Tallible and they can make mistakes, and,

[se] I don’t think God would
and lesbians.®®

One respondent described how

ethics and power have become

hierarchy’s relationships with Dignity. This

stated:

mot accept gays

the issues of sexual

intermingled in the

male

There is no real acceptance or tolerance. If

we [Dignity]l get +too political,

or too

uppitys they [the hierarchyl] will get mad at
us...They don’t really accept our lifestyle.

But they don’t want to turn us away

from

Jesus, so0 we can go to church and, if we’re

nice, they'1ll let us stay.'™

One of the male respondents could not explain why,

in view of his perceptions of Church

should still regard himself as a Catholic.

teaching, he

This person

estimates that ninety-eight per cent of the gay men and

"...92.92 percent" of the lesbian women

he knows have

'™ Tape Male #4, transcript, 33.
= Tape Male #4, transcript, 33.
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left the Church because of ite teachings. He remains a
Dignity member despite the following statement:

Why would they be part of the Church? Why

would you be a part of anything that doesn’t

want you? Would vyou stay in the home of

people you knew didn’t want you?*®

Another respondent showed an awareness of
conflicting standards within the Church. His statement
apparently refers to the study commissioned by the
Catholic Theological Society of America®”., As stated
earlier, the Dignity,USA Task Force on Sexual Ethics
quoted from this study in the document approved by the
1989 San Francisco HGD'®. The member stated:

You must remain celibate, and the minute you

act on vyour homosexuality you...sin and you

are literally condemning yourself to hell

eesNOW,..individuals in the Church say you

need to have morality, and your relationshins

must be life—-giving...helping vyou and vyour

partner to grow,; but that this cen be a wmoral

and loving and giving relationship.*®

Another respondent stated that he had reason to

look with hope for the possibility of change in  the

Church’s positien. He said:

¢ Tape Male #10, transcript, 55.
*7 Kosnik et al., Human Sexuality, 1977.

*# Dignity/USA Task Force on Sexual Ethics,
"Sexual Ethics," undated.

*? Tape Male #1646, transcript, 140.
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[Right nowl we [gay and lesbian peoplel) are
being tolerated, but not truly accepted. We
have a division in the hierarchy....the more
humble members of our Church hierarchy say
"Let us not pass judgement on these people,
they obviously have value in the community,
they are still children of God"....These
people I love and admire. And those that are
stupid enough to pass judgement...have to
answer to God.®®

One of the chaplain respondents attempted to
explain why so many of the respondents reacted so
negatively to Church teaching. This chaplain said:

Church teaching on sexuality is generally
unrealistic because it has been formulated by
people (usually celibates) who live in ivory
towers. They don’t seem to know much about
the real world -- real men and women in
marriage faced with decisions....Because
Church policy seems formulated on another
planet, it is generally ignored. This
authoritarian pope believes he can coerce
thecleogians and the faithful into submission
but he is wrong.®*

Respondents’® Reactions to the Ratzinger Letter.

Although only a few of the respondents were
familiar enough with the Ratzinger Letter to discuss it
in detail, many had read the Ratzinger Letter when it
was initially promulgated. Some respondents recalled
attending lectures or seminars that were held to

discuss its ramifications. Despite the fact that more

=2 Tape Male #18, transcript, 150.
' Correspondence with author, 11 July 1989.
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than two vyears had elapsed between the Vatican’s
promulgation of the letter and the start of this
research project, the respondents’ anger was still very
much 1in evidence, as revealed in these comments. One
member said:
I don’t think Ratzinger wunderstands the
gospel. My understanding i=s that God has

come to us in the person of Christ and offers
us healing and acceptance and love with no

strings attached. God’s gifts of life and
salvation are Free and unearned to all
regardiess of gender, ethnic or racial
background, or sexual orientation. Yet

Ratzinger...can’t see what the message of
Christianity...f{orl what the gospel is really
all about. You can see that in the way he
acts toward gay and lesbian persons....he
cannot...understand that maybe what they are
doing may be motivated by love and
commitment .F®

I1t’s an uninspired document that comes out of

some small minds in Rome. 1It’s a throwback

from pre-Vatican Il days. It’s not at all

the 1loving and caring and nurturing Church

that I belong to.®”

The female respondents were equally adamant in
their objections to the Ratzinger Letter. One woman’®s
comments reveal the fragility of the ties of many in
the gay and lesbian community to the Church. She said:

It’s so dishopest...and so full of untrue

myths about homosexuality....It’s a brutal
letter...insulting. No effort whatever was

B® Tape Male #5, transcript, 43-44.
®P Tape Male #8, transcript, 98.
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made te communicate and find out what we
really are. I mean, we’re doctors, we’re
nurses,; we’re people who pay taxes. We’re
not perverts....l just wish it hadn’t been
written. It truly crushed so many homosexual
hearts who might have looked kindly at the
€Church. In our chapters we lost a lot of
members aver that letter. They turned their
backs on the Church, including a 1lot of
people who were ready to come back in after
being away for a long time....They kissed the
Church goodbye. There’s nothing for them in
the Church. 1It’s impossible to consider that
the Church [hasl a 1loving outreach or any
type of acceptance for homosexuals.®*

The respondents’ intense reactions also reveal the

disparity between orthodox teaching and the lived

experience of the Dignity community, as this person

expressed:

Ratzinger made a mistake. I don’t krow if he
knows it or not. He says homosexuals are
intrinsically disordered. That’s not true.
[We’vel got a lot of people here [at
Dignityl. They’'re not disordered....[the
Churchl condemned Galileo, so Ratzinger’s

mistake can be corrected, only who knows how
long it’11 take?®%

Another stated:

What’s being forgotten 1is that being gay is
more than a bedroom thing. 1It’s not having
to fit into any molds....l struggled for a
lang time....I fnowl think God sanctions my
lave relationships as much as any straight’s
and there’s a blessing on a gay couple that’s

#%* Tape Female #1, transcript, 1&7.
BS Male Interview #3, interview notes, 3.
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been together
Others atate
affirm what they,

come to know about

brothers and sisters.

lenger than my parents.®*

that the Ratzinger Letter does not

as gay men or lesbian women, have

themselves and their gay and lesbian

So they reject the letter with,

in their words, "...an informed conscience."™” 0One man
rejects the letter claiming that it is, quite simply,
invalid as it applies to his life. He states:
This was a document written by one man and
signed by another. I know what kind of
person I am and who 1 am. 1’11 take my

chances on judgment day.
my Ereator and no cardinal will be there.®

Another male says:

I can’t accept

comes from a

I will be judged by

m

Letter. 1t
of self-hate

the Ratzinger
mant who has a lot

inside and he has to take it out on others. I
don’t view myself as intrinsically evil...I’m

a good person...Just because my

sexuality is

different doesn’t damn me to Hell...it’s
intimidating to a point, but 1 can’t be
called intrinsically evil and accept it. So,

I don’t accept Ratzinger.

Most of all,

what they describe

who promulgated the document.

e

the respondents seem to be struck by

as the utter insensitivity of those

One said:

mé

1

Interview #4,
Tape Male #12,
Tape Male #9,

Tape Male #4,

interview notes,

transcript, 43.

transcript, 11é6.

transcript, 32.
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It shows a great deal of insensitivity,

callousness,; and ignorance. We hear from the

pulpit...to love one another. I Ffeel that

CLthe Church hasl treated us in a very

unloving, very uncaring way.”®

However, edicts such as the Ratzinger Letter
aren’t going to intimidate ancther respondent in such a
way as to force a decision to leave the Church. In a
stalement that closely echoes Hans Kung’®s publicly
stated determination to remain in the Church®®, one man
says:

I will not let Ratzinger kick me out...]'ll

still find a place in the Church. When all

is said and done, I’m the one who will stand

before God, not Ratzinger and his henchmen.™¥

Chaplains View the Ratzinger Letter.

if the Ratzinger Letter is the most recent
articulation of traditional Roman Church teaching on
homosexuality, then the chaplains’ reactions are
important. Because of their involvement with the
Dignity community, the chaplains evaluate the letter as
it relates to the life stories of the gay and lesbian
people they counsel and minister to on a regular basis.

As expected, the chaplains gave the letter poor

=2 Tape male #17, transcript, 144.

®% Hans Kung, public lectures at the University of
Michigan, fall 1983.

P2 Tape Male #18, transcript, 149.
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marks for many reasons. Some of the chaplain
respondents said that they feel that the Ratzinger
Letter has, in fact, actually harmed many gay and

lesbian people. 0One chaplain said:

The letter is completely deveoid of charity.
1t does not take intc account the humanity of
the people with whom Ratzinger is dealing.
It proves that he 1is a bhomophobic person.
You can tell that by the genre of the letter.
He has wvirtually tied the hands of every
confessor around the wnrld from reachinrg out
to homosexually inclined people. I bave
disregarded the letter completely [becausel
it has no binding force on me.®"

One of the chaplains who has worked with one of
the chapters invelved in the study, counselling many of
its members, closely observed the damage the Ratzinger
Letter wreaked on the local chapter and the national
organization when this chaplain attended the 1987 Bal

Harbor HOD. This chaplain stated:

1£’s another blow to self-understanding at a
critical time. It was a devastatinc blow.
For the community it meant two years of great
turmoil...worry and argumentation...At Bal
Harbor. [1 sawl the anger, the upset, the
prayers for people [evicted from their
parishesl], for the priests who were tocld they
could no longer celebrate for Dignity.™

Others see the document as a ploy by conservatives

2® Transcript, 253.

=% Transcripnu, 298.
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in the Vatican who, uncomfortable with the freedom

generated by Vatican 11, are attempting to regain

strict control of the faithful. This is coupled with a
need to protect their vision of morality, and to
provide stability in {ibhe wake of the changes that have
moved the Church in the past twenty vyears since the

council.?® Another chaplain states:

The Letter is a despicable piece of Christian
thought which the Church will eventually have
to disavow if it is to remain Christian.
Cardinal Ratzinger writes arrogantly,
betraying his ignorance. He made no effort
to speak to gay and lesbian Catholics about
their experience of being gay and Christian

«sethe letter misuses scripture, makes
inaccurate scientific statements....and
betrays atrocious nsychology. As  John
McNeill often says, what is bad

psychologically cannot be good spiritually.
The Ratzinger statement is a shining example
fof thisl.™*

Respondents’ Views of Ethical Sexual Behaviour.

The interview guestions regarding sexual ethics
elicited an angry reaction from one respondent as he
reflected on the way people have reacted to his
attempts at coming out, because of their perceptions of

the sexual ethics of gay men. He said:

Most people are ([only) concerned with what
happens in the bedroom when they hear the

®3 Transcript, 263.

#¢ Correspondence with author, 11 July 1989.
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word ‘"homosexual." All they hear 1is L[the
word] "sex"...I’m so ashamed of humanity that
they would think that...how dare they think
that all I think about is sex....All of a

sudden, do two little words, "I*m gay,"
change me into some mad rapist who molests
children? Excuse mel!l There are not enough
pasitive images of gays cut there [to

counteract stereotypes]...That would be a big

ntep in people accepting gays and lesbians

and gays and lesbians accepting themselves

.+.when gays and lesbians accept themselves

as worthwhile human beings, then perhaps

they’1ll stop dealing with...sex all the time,

and look for lovey leook for relationships and

look for friends.™”

All of the men and women who participated in this
research project indicated that they felt that, under
appropriate rircumstances, it is moral and ethical for
gay and lesbian people to engage in genital homosexual
activity. Eight of the male respondents believed that
genital activity can be moral outside of a committed
relationship™®, while thirteen believed genital sexual
acitivity reguired some kind of commitment of sexual
exclusivity. Honever, the eight males reparting

tolerance of =exual activity outside a committed

relationship may only be indicating a non-judgmental

=7 Tape Male #1, tramscript, 13.
#®  Twenty—-one af the male and female respondents’
described committed relationships using words such as
"monogamous, " "long-term," and *permanent."” Some
compared these types of relatiunshipsy sometimes
referred to in the gay and lesbian community, as "same-
sex unions’® stating they are "just like marriage."
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attitude. When they discussed their own sexual
behaviour, only four of them revealed that they were
sexually active and not in some sort of a committed or
exclusive relationship.™” All of the sexually
abstinent respondents indicated that they were
abstinent at the time of the interview only because
they are not in committed relationships at this time in
their lives.

Only one of the five female respondents  is
currently sexually abstinent, but, 1like the male
sexually abstinent respondents, this woman insists her
abstinence is because she is not in a relationship, and
"...not by choice." Three other women live in sexually
active relationships. One woman cheose not to state
whether or not she is sexuvally active or whether or not
she is living in a relationship.

A number of the respondents, when discussing this
complex issue of sexual ethics, echoed a male’s
sentiments which he put quite simply, "I don’t feel
that sex outside a permanent relationship is right."*®

A male stated that "...bed-hopping is irresponsible and

9% The term "sexually abstinent” refers to single
lay persons who, for whatever reason, were not engaging
in genital sexual activity at the time of the survey.

“ Male Interview #3, interview notes, 4.
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gay men tend to use and discard people. It’s cruel ano

w1

heartless. Another respondent wha argued against

promiscuous sexual behaviour stated:

1 do feel that the Catholic Church should
provide marriage for gay and lesbian people
because I don’t believe in sex before
marriage. I don’t feel like tramping around
and deoing it with whoever you meet on the
street. [ haven’t had sex in the last three
yvears and I’m not less for it....l should
have promised celibacy and...become a
priest.“®™

However, one sexually active male detailed how his
view of sexual ethics has changed over the years, and
how he has become less judgemental. He said:

I used to think, when I hadn’t accepted my

sexuality and was still playing mind game:s

with myself, that 1 was so chaste in my

opinions towards sex. 1’d point fingers at
some of my friends and say they shouldn’t

be...dating...having premarital Sex...
cheating on your partner...Now, when I
actually experience my sexuality that’s built
inte mey the shoe is on the other foot. 1

understand...I’m more forgiving now that I’m
in touch with my own feelings.“®

The interviews also revealed that the many of tho
respondents would prize a deep and ongoing relationship
with one individual, and, in fact, are somewhat envious

of those who have been able successfully to maintain

“1 Tape Male #10, transcript, 54.
“2 Tape Male #2, transcript, 20.
“3 Tape Male #4, transcript, 33.
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this type of relationship. The vast majority of the
men -- twelve ~- reported that they were sexually
active and living in monogamous relationships. These
relationships have lasted from only a few months to
more than ten years. One of the males who is currently
sexually abstinent reported that he is recovering from
the grief of the death of his lover of twenty-eight
years.

This approval and respect for long—-term
relationships is confirmed by the fact that all but
three of the male respondents endorsed the idea of a
same—-sex unions in which the partners maintain a
monogamous relationship, with some approval from civil

and religious authorities. One male stated:

I wish there were more of then. I know
couples who have been together thirty-two,
seventeen, and twenty-five years, They

should be examples...[butl these men don’t
step out of the closet and make themselves
visible. Hence, a lot of younger gays don’t
have an example...they think that everyzone is
into instant sex and a lasting relationship
isn’t possible.””

Many expressed the heope that these unions could be
sanctionedy if not supported and blessed by the Church.
Although the comparison was made with heterosexual

marriages, saome respondents cautioned against

““ Tape Male #17, transcript, 144,
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patterning gay and 1lesbian unions after heterosexual
marriages because of the amount and the severity of
marital discord as well as the high rate of marital
failure in the straight community. One of the male
respondents stated this view of gay and lesbian untions

and relationships:

I want a monogamous relationship...If vyou
love someone and are honest, [sex] is not a
sin...! think if gays and lesbians were
accepted...maybe they would stay in committed
relationships because they wouldn’t have to

covertly go and find love in all those sexual
acts.”™

Even those who condone sex outside of long=-term
relationships seem to favour a committed relationship
or same—-sex union as the 1deal situation. Dne male
said that sex outside a unien is “Yinevitable." He
stated that it was not always harmful, and that it was
bis opinion that sexual activity is often beneficial to
the people involved because it "...opens doors,; windows
and is an introduction to feelings and ideas vyou
wouldn’t have otherwise.”” This male says:

I want, when 1 go to bed with a man, to go to

bed with that man because I take delight in

who he is, and he in me. Sex out of a

relationship can be perfectly maral and an
exorcise of my freedom and stewardship of my

“® Tape Male #1, interview, 13,
“# Tape Male #&, transcript, 83.
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resources as a lover. God put us here teo
lave each other and if the Church wastes all
its breath on why we shouldn’t love most of
the peonple, then the problems with
promiscuity l[arise becausel we don’t know how
to love. ™"

A union between two people of the same sex is
guite as capable of...enhancing the waork of
divine grace and the Holy Spirit in the lives
of those people, and of their community and
of the world and the Chureh at large...the
Church should bless those unions and provide
to those people the same support it provides
heterosexual couples.”®

In describing his sexual ethic, one male outlined
what he felt would be the structure of his vision of a

good relationship. He said:

Responsible, ethical sexual behaviour means
that you operate out of a basis of love.
That you operate in relationship, as married
couples, based on love, not based on using
one another, but based on true care for one
another. {[{Sex becomes] an expression of each
others’ humanness and support for each
other....I accept the fact that the concept
of a long—term relationship probably has a
different meaning for a gay person than for a
straight person...but the relationship needs
to derive from a commitment, a love for one
another. ¥

Three respondents, two male and one female, voiced
disapproval for the idea of sacramental blessings or

ceremonies that would celebrate the vows of two people

“” Tape Male #6, transcript, 83-84.
“® Tape Male #6, transcript, B82.
“% Tape Male #B, transcript, 99.
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hoping to establish a committed, permanent, monogamous
relationship. A male respondent said:

I do not approve of gay and lesbian unions
because they mirror heterosexual seciety and
this community can do...better...I’ve found
unions to be just like weddings. "

A female respondent stated:

I ¢think it’s mimicking the straight community
+++1 think we [gays and lesbians] need to
find something totally different, something
for us, not for them. I think f{(commitments]
are beautiful.™?

However, the desire, on the part of many
respondents, to have a stable, permanent and
monogamous sexual relationship contrasts sharply with
the role genital sexual activity plays in the world of
some gay males. One respondent who is row in a

monogamous relationship describes what many gay males

face:

I1f there is anything that bothers me about
the gay life 1it’s the sex. In the
het2rosexual world, you date somebody, vyou
get to know somebody, and then sex caomes down
the road. In the gay world, you meet
someone, have sex with them, and only then do
yocu get to know them....you have to prove
vourself, that somebody loves you and that
you can be loved because society, as a rule,
doesn’t love vyou because you are gay or
lesbian. For a lot of people, it’s a game of
conquest....They don’t care. Sure vyou get

52 Tape Male #14, transcript, 43-64.
=1 Tape Female #2, transcript, 185-1864.
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hurt. It’s constant. You constantly get
hurt. Then you turn to vyour Church for
solace and comfort and some idiot in Rome
shoots his mouth off and hurts you againr.™

Ancther male explains:

If you’re (single, vyou’rel out in the meat
market, it’s not a loving and caring type of

thing. As a couple, you’re loving and caring
for each other.®®

One of the chaplains presented his view of the so-
called meat market attitude among gay males as follows:

Poor gay men,...[They} are programmed to see
the young and the beautiful as desirable...
Once you have the young and beautiful, you
notice there is samething else young and more
beautiful. Se vyou cast off that one. And
when that conguest is made, on to another.
That is the curse of the homosexual male.™

One female respondent feels that the Church, and
consequently, society’s sanctions against stable, long
term gay and lesbian relationships only reinforce the
very promiscuity that the Ratzinger Letter seems to see
as a part of gay and lesbian social life. This woman
says:

Relationships should show concern. Not using

or abusing or allowing themselves to just

take pleasure from the other person without

any care as to that person’s feelings...
there is a genuine interest, concern and a

®= Tape Male #9, transcript, 116-117,
S92 Tape Male 19, transcript, 156.

=* Transcript, 254.
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feeling of tenderness towards that person...A
relationship should be thought out, and not
just glandular,...lLbutl so many people have
had to sneak around to receive any type of
homesexual experience that is what they
equate pleasure and eroticism with. 5a you
have a lot of men who freguent rest stops,
cars, bathhouses and stuff. I personally
don’t 1like that. 1 could never indulge in
such sexual escapades.™

The Chaplains” View of Sexual Ethics.

Those who minister to the Dignity community must,
themselves, struggle with the issue of sexual ethics in
their own lives as well as in their professional work.
Durirn the course of the interview portion of the
research projecty three of the chaplains came out,
revealing that they, themselves are gay men.
Consequently, their responses become even more relevant
to this research project because the theology presented
in this section is, mo~% 1°kely, based on the
combination of these priests’ scholarship coupled with
their life experiences. Their views become relevan® to
Dignity because of their pastoral relationships with
the various chapters they are associated with. (Some
chaplains have worked with chapters other than those
involved in this research project.)

These chaplains’® decisions to come out to the

B2 Tape Female #1, transcript, 149,
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interviewer illustrate the profound gift of self and
trust in others that is an integral part of the coming
out process and also of many members’® Dignity
experiencesy as discussed earlier. In acting as role
models for the community, these priests have taken
great personal risks, but they persist in orfering the
ultimate gift of self and trust to the Dignity
community -— and, to the author as a real part of that
community. In one instance, the priest answered the
first four questions directly, speaking of Dignity and
the gay and lesbian community as "them." As the first
fifteen minutes of the interview progressed, however,
the level of intimacy and communicatien deepened.
There was a perceptible shift in the priest’s mouod and
the interviewer felt that he had dropped many
psychological defenses, and there was a profound sense
of trust. Then, in response to the sixth question,™*

the priest used first person pronouns, identifying
himself from that moment on with the gay community as
he replied that Dignity let him see other gay and
lesbian Cathelics practice their faith. 1In Dignity, he

was able to know that "...we are not individuals,

®® Chaplain question #& reads: Describe what your
spiritual life would be without Dignity.
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rather we are a community...." Forty minutes later, he
responded affirmatively to a direct question that he
is, in fact, yay. In this manner, this priest revealed
how Dignity’s struggle in the area of sexual ethics is,
in a very real way, his struggle as well.

Most of +the chaplains endorsed the members’® view

of the morality of committed relationships. Dne

stated:

Sex within a committed cay/lesbian
relationship is as moral as sex for a married
man and woman. The ideal is a monogamous,
loving, faithful, relationship. Sex outside
such a relationship is not the ideal, but its
wrongness depends on circumstances. Faor
example, a vyoung person just coming out
usually goes through a period of
experimentation. This should be judged much
more lightly thamn similar behaviour in an
older person who should have some maturity.
IT sex is used for exploitation...this is
especially wrang. But we need much leniency

and forgiveness, all of us!®”

Anaother chaplain confirms the respondents’ views.
He explains that gay and lesbian people, at present,
currently have no way of having their committed
relationships recognized or receiving religious or
societal sanctions -- no matter how permanent or loving
these relationships are. One respondent came face to

face with the pain the lack eof supportive legal

7 Corregpondence with author, 11 July 1989,
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gsanctions can cause. He recalls:

I lived the twenty-eight best years of my
life in a blessed union. I was angry when my
lover died. I couldn’t L[even] see the

cremation certificate, ar the death
certificate.®”

Integrating their sexual ethic, however committed

and monogamous,; into their life within the Church is

difficult for many gay and lesbian Catholics. However,

one of the chaplains explains how the chaplain and a

number of this individual’s gay and lesbian Catholic

acquaintances have been able to survive within the

Church. The chaplzin says:

Never go to a stranger for confession,
because you do not know what you are walking
into. Priests I know who have served as

confessors, when discussing how to deal with
certain issuesy; do nat tell people to break
off relationships. Even the gay clergy, the
times they have gone to confession, the
confessors they went to had no problem
whatsoever with them being in relationships
as lang as it was healthy and as long as they

were at ease between themselves and God, as
individuals as well as couples.®™?

¥ Tape Male #1146, transcript,; 140,

**® Transcript, 264.

251



Symmary.

Briefly, then, it can be stated that the
individual Dignity membrrs who wire participants in
this rosearch project have quistly and privately
developed a lived sexual ethic that is mirreored in the
sexual ethic as articulated in the Dignity/USA Sexual
Ethics Task Force Report accepted at the 17892 San
Francisco HOD. According to this ethic, a loving,
committed relationshlp is the ideal. The respondents
agree that gay and lesbian people can and must choose
to exercise their physical sexuality responsibly, with
love, consideration, and muiual respect.

The fact that Dignity members share not only in
theory, but also, to a high degree. in practice, a
fundamentally common sexual ethic is a major factor in
their cohesiveness and salidarity, and in the
durability of +the organization to which they belong.
When Dignity as an organization articulated its sexual
ethic in i1ts ongoing debtate with the Church hierarchy.
its statements were in harmony with the thinking of the

research project’s respondents.
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Section IV.

CHAPTER X

CONCLUSIONS

This project asks how Dignity the organization
survives in the face of intimidation and oppesition
from the very institution it turns to for acceptance
and affirmation. Guestioning how Dignity attracts and
holds members, the study seeks the sources of s:irength
that enable Dignity to flourish, and to celehrate
Joyfully the lives of ite gay and lesbian members.

The literature review first estaolishes -- and the
interviews with Dignity members confirm ~-- that many

gay and lesbian Catholics face serious problems in the
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milieu of the heterosexual parish. The literature
chronicles a history r¢ discrimination and unjust
treatment. This is echoed in Dignity's oral tradition
and documented from interviews and participant
observation notes. Members tell of cruel treatment
when seeking sacramental reconciliation or counselling.
In the parish milieu, fear of ostracism and other
sanctions inhibit interpersonal relations. Many gay
and lesbian people can risk coming out oeonly to those
whom they trust intimately: carefully chosen close
friends and, perhaps, a sympathetic ~riest.
Consequently, gay and lesbian people remain a hidden
minority, concealing the most meaningful aspects of
their lives from acquaintances in their parish,. This
situation perpetuates the mistrust and misunderstanding
that lead to further injustice.

The Literature Review.

The literature review supports the conclusion that
sufficient grounds exist to reinforce many gay and
lesbian people's feelings of isolation and rejection,
despite the largely undocumented but courageous work of
many compassionate and caring priests and p-ztoral
ministers. The literature provides sufficient evidence

to lead to the conclusion that Dignity counteracts
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negative experiences, enabling some of its members to
return to the Church after decades-long absences. In
part, Dignity accomplishes this by serving as an
alternative to family-oriented, straight parishes.
Dignity ziso provides networks and support structures
that parallel those parishes. The literature review
also repeatedly demonstrates how Dignity provides its
members with support and acceptance, especially during
the coming out process.

Interview Data.

The results of the open-ended interviews and
participant observation, as discussed in Chapters IV
through VII, wvalidate the findings of the literature
review, More importantly, the interviews provide new
information and additipnal insights that show how
Dignity meets the needs of the gay and lesbian Catholic
community.

Many respondents report how they find, in Dignity,
the wvery acceptance they fail to find in other
experiences within the Church, The open-ended
interviews with members also show how Dignity members
bond into a faith community composed of those who share
in the gay and lesbian culture. Dignity's reqgularly

scheduled Masses can be seen as a liturgical expression
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of this gay culture, Respondents underscore the

importance of social activities, telling how
participation leads to the establishment or the
maintenance of committed relationships. By annually
performing a ritual blessing of couples, Dignity

emphasizes the wvalue and respect it has for those
relationships, Thus, the interview data supports the
conclusion that Dignity helps its members to integrate
their gpirituality and their sexuality on a very
practical and concrete level.

Some participants cite specific examples of
positive changes in their lives that they attribute to
involvement with Dignity. These include weight loss,
and a marked improvement in the ability to interact
with and relate to parents or siblings and to other
Dignity members. Some study participants view election
to office in Dignity as a measure of personal growth.

Some respondents -- consciously or unconsciously -
-~ use Dignity to help heal the scars of trauma and pain
inflicted by abusive or alcobelic parents. Their
comments on Dignity's role in alleviating their pain
point to the conclusion that, for some, Dignity serves
as a substitute for the dysfunctional family life that

dominated their childhood experiences.
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This interview data discussed in Chapters IV and V
supports the conclusion that Dignity meets many of its
members'’ important needs. Respondents report that
Dignity membership facilitates the self-acceptance that
plays an important part in the coming out process.
They tell how Dignity provides support, and discuss how
they respond to the opportunities Dignity presents for
spiritual and psychological growth. Dignity, they
report, meets social needs by providing mambers with a
common ground to build friendships within the context
of a close—-knit community that some participants regard
as parish or family. Observations and interviews
demonstrate that respondents treasure their chapters’
liturgical celebrations. Thus, the interview data
supports the conclusion that Dignity attracts and holds
its members by meeting their psychological and
spiritual needs in a group that is self-identified as
gay, lesbian, and Catholic.

Chaplain Interviews.

The interviews with six chaplains and a regional

bishop reveal a belief that many aspects of the Dignity

experience benefit its members. They praise the
intense spirituality of the group, especially as
displayed during the Sunday Masses. The chaplains
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state that the non~religious spcial activiiias
counteract the extreme loneliness and social isolation
that plague wmany in the community, pushing some to
alcoholism and threats of suicide. This data leads to
the conclusion that the chaplain respondents (priests,
nuns, and members of religious orders) endorse and
s aport Dignits after noting its many positive effects
en its wembers.

The interviews with the chaplain were wused to

verify the accuracy of the members' interviews.
However, other data about the chaplains' roles and
motives surfaced. Sume chaplains expressed fear of

losing their jobs and ending their careers if their
ministry to Dignity became public. Their other duties
might suffer because they could be identified as gay or
lesbian -— even if they are straight. And, as it
turned out, half of the chaplains are gay. These
tircumstances lead to the conclusion that the chaplains
have serious reasons for continued involvement.

In fact, some view their ministry as fulfilment of
an obligation to serve an oppressed minority. Others
agree to celebrate Mass for Dignity as a personal
favour to a friend. However, in fulfilling their

promise, the chaplains undergo extraordinary spiritual
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experiences that compel them to contiaue to serve
Dignity. Some speak of a profound csense of the
presence of the Spirit of Bod acting in the Dignity
community, Dthers state that they are moved by the
intense spirituality expressed at the Masses. All of
the chaplains report that, in a very special way, they
feel nurtured, affirmed and served by this community
they have come to serve. The gay chaplains reported
that they felt personally strengthened and sustained in
their ministry by contact with Dignity. These facts
lead to two conclusions. First, the chaplains have
observed sufficient benefits to Dignity members to
warrant their involvement, even when some personal risk
is involved. Secondly, personal benefits to the
chaplains encourage their involvement.
Sexual Ethics

The findings of this research project underscore
the difficulty Dignity faces in its attempts to resalve
its differences with the Church hierarchy in the realm
of sexual ethics. The two documents approved by the
San Francisco HOD, the amandment to the Statement of
Position and Purpose and the report of the Task Force
on Sexual Ethics, could serve as a basis for discussion

between Dignity and the Church. Both daocuments are
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forthright attempts to address, with honesty and
integrity, the issue of sexual ethics as it applies to
the gay and lesbian community. In these documents,
Dignity calls un the Church to reevaluate honestly its
position in the 1light of recent scholarsh:n and the
evidernce the Task Force on Sexual Ethics presents about
the lived experience of gay men and lesbian women.
Dignity's stand on sexual ethics is an area where
the differences between chapter leadership sometimes
occur -- more specifically between the Detroit
leadership and some members of the national executive
board. While most members returned from the conventicon
enthused, the local president, in conversation,
expressed anger, dismay and concern because he felt
that undue emphasis wa. placed on evicted chapters,
instead of those struggling to remain on Church
property. Alsa, to deflect the possibility of any
conflict with Detroit's ordinary, the Detroit
president, at the chapter's general membership meetings
and in the chapter newsletter, stressed that Dignity
Detroit voted against the position and purpose
amendment. Thus 1t 1i1s possible to conclude that,
regardiess of personal belief, some Dignity leaders

will only take a stand which they feel will aveid
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confrontation and eviction that might divide their
chapter.

These recent statements and documents on sexual
ethics satisfy yet another of its members' needs: to
publizly state their belief that it is moral for gay
and lesbian people to express physically their love.
Also, Dignity members have seen evicted chapters
survive, and continue to Qgrow. Consequently, some
members have lost their fear of Church disciplire.
They see Dignity / USA's stand as refreshing, honest,
and in tune with the reality of their situation as gay
and lesbian men and women.

Dignity's Outlook for the Future.

There is little doubt that Dignity meets many of
its members' needs. The involvement of many concerned
priests, vowed male and female members of religious
orders, and even some members of the hierarchy at once
prove and increase Dignity's effectiveness. However,
when Dignity chapters clearly state their views on
sexual ethics, they find themselves in conflict with
Church teachings as stated in the Ratzinger Letter.
The chapters then become subject to eviction from
Church property.

If Dignity does not resolve its differences with
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the Church in the area of sexual ethics, it may not be
able to continue to define itself as a '"Catholic"
group. Because its Catholic identity is an integral
part of Dignity's character, Dignity's future may be in
doubt. Certainly, the structural organization, with
its office equipment, mailing and membership lists,
national and local officers and chapters could carry
on. Whether or not this group could be, by definition,
a Catholic group remains to be seen.

However, Dignity may find that it is not forced to
take this option. In the wake of the Ratzinger Letter,
many dioceses have formed ministries to the gay and
lesbian community. However, all of these ministries
are based on the views expressed in the Ratzinger
Letter. For the gay and lesbian Catholic who believes
in his / her inherent goodness, these ministries may
not be honest options. True, they may offer Masses on
Church property, and under diocesan auspices. However,
the gay or lesbian person who participates in such a
program, in essence, affirms ihe correctness of the
Ratzinger Letter and its view of gay and lesbian
people.

Dignity has, however, proven very valuable, not

only to its members, but to its ministers -- especially
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the gay and lesbian priests and members of religious
orders. This effectiveness is documented in Bordisso's
recent study on moral development of priests, and in
Gramick's study on gay and leshian religious. In view
of recent estimates that the number of gay priests has
grown to numbers ranging from fifty to seventy percent
of the ordaired priesthood', Dignity may have allies
willing to argue on its behalf.

In fact, mandatory celibacy in the all-male world
of the Catholic priesthood presents a viable option for
the young gay male. Through seminary training, he
acquires respectability and status, the chance to help
others and do good, possibly an intellectual and
stimulating life, and, most of all, no expectations or
pressure to engage in a heterosexual relationship.

Ironically, this alternative for the gay male is
rejected by McNaught in On Being Gay and in his
videotape. In both sources, McNaught looks upon the
seminary and the priesthood as a poor option both 7Tor
the individual, and for those in the community to whom

this person may be called on to minister.

' Jason Berry, "Homosexuality in Priesthood Said

to Run High," Natiomal Catholic Reporter, 27 February
1987, 1, 16-20; James G. Wolf, ea. Bay Priests, Harper
and Row, 1989. 49.
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Priests, brothers, and women members of religious

orders =~- gay and straight -- have been active in
Dignity fram its birth. A priest founded Dignity.
Priests have served as officers, advisors, chaplains,

spiritual directors, legal advisors, and in a very real

way, functio:. as technical advisors. However, Dignity

/ USA past president Jim Bussen has stated, on more
than one occasion: "One of our biggest problems is gay
priests. They come into our community and cruise.

They go back to their rectories and act more homophobic

than straight priests.“®

In the publication The Advocate, De Stefano
chiyilenges the Church's stand on gay clergy —-- while it
oppresses gays and lesbians. Commenting on Nugent's

statement that bishops are supportive of gay priests,
even when arrested on morals charges, De Stefarno
states:

What Nugent sees as compassion, however,
others might regard as evidence of the
Church's hypocrisy. Isn't this a case of "o
as I say, not as I do?" How dare the Church
condemn bomosexuality and obstruct
gay/lesbian <c¢ivil rights struggles while
tolerating the sexual shenanigans of its male

® James Bussen, personal communization, May 1989.
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clergy?®

In view of this reality of a gay clergy, Dignity
may have a good chance of resolving its dispute with
the Church because these priests and religious will,
eventually, have to come to terms with the conflict
between Church teaching and their own personal belief
that the physical expressions of love between gay and
lesbian people are, in fact, moral, Dignity's efforts
at articulating a sexual ethic for the gay and lesbian
community may be impoertant to a church that prizes a
celibate, all-male clergy. Recent research has now
confirmned that the populations of seminaries,
monasteries, and rectories are composed of growing
numbers of gay men who have been ordained or have taken

»

perpetual vows.” The questions remain unanswered as to
how these hidden members of an oppressed minority can
counsel honestly members of the domimant culture in
matters of marital 1life, child-rearing, and related

life situations. However, it can be Foped that

Dignity's insistence on an honest reavaluation of the

? George Dei Stefano, "Gay Under the Collar: The

Hypocrisy of the Catheslic Churcn,” in The Advocate, 4
February 198&, 44,

<y

Berry, "Homosexuality n Priesthood," 1, 1&4-20;
Wolf, Bay Priests, 49.
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Crhurch's position on sexual ethics will give this ogay
clergy and the Church both the motive and the
opportunity to undertake this task that would help all
Catholic Christians, gay and straight.

Future Research Passibilities.

If anything, this study shows the need for further
research involving Dignity. Basic survey research of
the 4700 members of Dignity must be conducted, and in

fact, discussions are in n2rogress to assure that this

work is done. Demographic research would reveal
demogr aphic 1information on income, age, Sex,
occupation, etc. Related research tould involive

Dignity members' perception of Church teaching; and how
members are able to resolve their conflicts with the
Church, A major project that could only be undertaken
when this research has been conecluded, involves asking
why Dignity members remain 1n a Church that represses
gay and lesbian people, viewing their physical
expressions of love for one another as immoral and
evil,

Other research might involve the role of women in
Dignity. Major wzrk also needs to be done to discover
the relationship between seminary and convent

experienc. and Dignity membership -- and Dignity
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leadership. Research should also ask if Dignity

fosters and encourages committed relatianships.

267



BIBL I 0GRAPHY

Agery Susan. "A Homosexual’s Place in a He.erosexual
World." Detroit Free Preszs Detroit Maqazine, 29
April 1984, B-12, 146-17, 20y 22, 2425, 29-30.

Anthony, Bob. *"Why 1 Love Dignity / Detroit: A Guest
Editorial." Dignity/Detroit Newsletter, January

1977, unpaginated.

———————— . Dignity/Detroit: An Informal History. No
publication history given.

~~~~~~~~ . "A Closed Letter to My Friends."” Dignity/
USA Newsletter, September 1976, 6.

———————— . "All Right —— Who Started 1t7?" Insight: A

Quarterly of Gay Catholic Opiniorm 2:1 (Fall
19771 A,

———————— . "Dignity: The Reason to be.” Insight: A
Quarterly of BGay Catholic Dpinien, 2:1 (Fall,
1977): 7.

———————— . "Does It Matter?," {reprinted from Dignity
/Inc. and Dignity/New Mexico Newsletters). In
Dignity/Omaha Newsletter, April, 1987,
unpaginated,

——————— . "I Am a Person of Dignity." (reprinted from
Dignity/Tampa Bay Newsletter ) Dimensions,
(Pignity/San Diego) August, 1988,

unpaginated.

———————— . "What Makes Dignity Happen?" (reprint from
Dignity/Baltimore Newsletter Spring, 1988) The
Cardinal (Dignity/Cincinnatti}), unpaginated.

Berry, Jason. "Homosexuality in Priesthood Said to Run
High." National Catholic Reporter, 27 February
1987, 1, 156-20.

———————— . "Seminaries Seen to Spawn Gay Priesthood."
National Catholie Reporter, & March 1987, 20-22,
24-

268



Bogdan, Robert and Steven J. Tayleor. Introduction to

Qualitative Research Methods: Q_Phenomenologia;T-
Approach to the Social Sciences. New York: John
Wiley & Sons.

Bordisso, lLou A, "The Relationship Between Levels of
Moral Development and Sexual Drientation of Roman
Catholic Priests” (Pn.D. diss., University of San

Francisco, 1988).

Boswell, John. Ehristianity, Social Teolerance and
Homosexuality. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1980.

Brown, Howard. Familiar Faces Hidden Lives: The Story
of Homosexual Men in America Today. New York:

Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 197&,

Bussen,; James. Correspondence with Author. 15 February
/ 13 March; 28 May; 22 April 1989

Carmody,; Denice Lardner and John Tully Carmody. Bonded
inChrist’s Love. New York: Paulist, 1984.

Carr, John. "A Message of Love to my Community."
Bridges (Dignity/San Francisco), February, :987,
unpaginated.

Chaplain, Dignity/Teoledo. Correspondence with author. 4
June 19895 146 June 1989.

Clark, Donald Henry. Loving Someone Gay. Millbrae, CaA:
Eelestial Arts, 1977.

Cohen, Carol J. and Terry S. Stein. "Reconceptualizing
Individual Psychotherapy with bBay Men and
Lesbians.” Chap. in Contemporary Perspectives
with Lesbians and Gay Men. Critical Issw.es in
Psychiatry Series, ed. Sherwyn M. Woods. 27-54.
New York: Plenum Medical Book, 1984.

Coleman, Eli. "Developmental Stages of the Coming Out
Frocess." In Homosexuality & Psychotherapy:
A Practitioner’s Handbook of Affirmative
Models, ed. John C. BGonsierek, 31-43.
Research on Homosexuality Series; ed. John P.

269



De Cecco, Journal of Homosexuality, 7:2/3,
31-43. New York: Haworth, 198B2.

Coriden, James A.s Thoma- J. OBGreen, and Donald
Heintschel. The ECode of Canon Law: A Text and
Commentary. Commissioned by The Canon Law Society

of America. New York: Paulist, 19805.

Crew, Louie. "Dignity: A View from Outside.” Insigbht:
& Quarterly of Gay Catholic Opinion 2:1
(Fall, 1977): 20-21.

DeSmet, Kate. "A Crisis of Eonscience." Michigan:
The Magazine of The Detroit News, 23 March 19Bé4,
B-%, 12, 16, 18, 2a.

———————— . "Priests Rip Report That Calls 50% of Them
Gay.” Detroit News, 25 February 1987, 12(B).

———————— . "Catholic Church Policy Gets Tough with BGays
Again.” Detroit News, 11, 7(A).

De Stefano, George. "Gay Under the Collar: The
Hypocrisy of the Catholic Church." The Advocate
439 (4 February 19846+ 43-48.

———————— . "Keeping the Flock in Line: Gay Issues
Raise Paranocia and Fear." The Advocate 439 (4
February 198&): 45.

———————— . "Punishing a Church Critic: The Case of
Richard Ginder." The Advocate 439 (4 February
1984): 4é6.

Detroit Free Press Detroit Magazine. 16 17, 30, 31-32,
29 April 1984,

Detroit News. 8 Februaryj 31 October 19865 3 February
1988.

Dignity, Inc. Minutes. Bth Biennial Session. House of
Delegates. 21-23 July 1987.

———————— . Minutes. @9ti1 Biennial Session. House of
Delegates. 29-31 August 19B9.

"Dignity Member." Correspondence with author. 26 July
1989.

270



“Dignity Member." Correspondence with author. 8 August

1987.

Dignity/Rueens. Correspondence with author. 27 June
1989.

Dignity/Tampa Bay officers. Correspondence with

author. 4 June 1989.

Dignity Task Force on Sexual Ethics. Pastoral Letter
on Sexual Ethics: A Preliminary Study Document .
Washington. DC: Dignity/USA.

Dignity/Toledo chaplain. Correspondence with author.
16 Junes; 11 Julys; 20 September 1989,

Dignity/Toledo. Correspondence with Bishop James
Hoffman. Attributed to September, 1987.

Dignity/Tampa Bay. Correspondence with author. & June

1989,

Dignity/USA. Statement of Pesition and Purpose,
undated.

———————— . Statement of Position and Purpose, 1973.

———————— . Press Releases. 16 September 197435 10, 11,
12, 13, 14, 15, 17, 19 September 19B87.

———————— . "Declaration of Non-Reception,” 23 July 1987.
———————— . Task Force on Sexual Ethics. "Sexual
Ethics: Experience, Growth, Challenge: A
Pastoral Reflection for Lesbian and Gay

Catholics.” undated.
———————— . Amendment. August 19B%.
Digriity/USA Board of Directors Member. Personal

communication. Summer, 1989.

Diocese of San Diego. Press Release. 23 June 1989.

Dlugos, Tim. "A Cruel BGod: The Gay Challenge to the
Cathelic Church.” In The Christogpher Street

Reader, ed. Michael Denneny, Charles Ortleb, and

271



Thomas Steeie, New York: Coward—-McCAnn, 1983.
300-329.

Donahue Show. ‘ranscript #03277.

Dormel lan, Archbishop Thomas A. Corresondence with
anonymous priest. 5 January 1987.

Dugan, George. "Bishop Mugiévero of Brooklyn Backs
Homosexual Rights.” New York Times, @22
February 19746, 1(A)Y, B(A)

Fairchild, Betty, and Nancy Hayward. Now That VYou
Know: What Every Parent Should Know About
Homosexuality. Updated ed. New York:

Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 19723 New York:
Second Harvest / HBJ ed., 198B9.

Filteau, Jerry. "*Dignity’ Ad in Newsweek Hits Church
View of Gays." Michigan Eatholic, 1 May 1987.

Fornino, Felix M. “"Thznk You Dignity." Bridges,
(Dignity/San Francisco) April 1987, unpaginated.

Fortunato, John E. Embracing the Exile: Healing
Journeys of Gay Christians. San Francisco:
Harper & Row, 1982.

Fox, Matthew., Original Blessing: A Primer in Creation
Spirituality Presented in Four Paths, Twenty-
Six Themes, and Two Questions. Santa Fe, NM:
Bear & Co., 1983.

Furey, fat and Jearmnine Gramick, eds. The Vatican and
domosexuality. New York: Crossroads, 1988.

Gal lagher, John, ed. Homosexuality and the
Magisterium: Pocuments from the Vatican and
the U.S. Bishops 1975-1985,. Mt. Rainier, MD:
New Ways Ministry, 19864.

Gearhart, Sally and Johnson, Bill, eds. Loving Waomen/

Loving Men: Gay Liberation in the Church. San
Francisco, CA: Glide Publications, 1974.

Gramick., Jeannine, ed. Homosexuality and the Cathelic
Church. Chicago: Thomas More, 19B83.

272



——————— . Homosexuality in the Priesthood and the
Religious Life. New York: Crossroad, 1989.

Gramick, Jeannine and Janemarie Luecke. "Statement
Regarding Vatican Document on Homosexuality.,"
Press Release. National E£oalition of American
Nuns. 1 November 1986&6.

Greenberg, David F. The Construction of Homosexuality.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1788.

Griffin, Carolyn Welch, Marian J. Wirth and Arthur G.

Wirth. Beyond Acceptance: Parents of
Lesbians and Cays Talk Abhout Their

Experiences. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice
Hall, 1986.

Halloran. Joe. Understanding Homosexual Persons:

Straight Answers from Gays. Hicksville, NY:
Exposition, 1979.

Haven, Catherine. "Minister to Sexual Minorities Says:
Celibacy No Answer for Gays." Michigan Catholic,
14 July 197B.

Hoffman, Bishop James R. Correspondence with Dignity/
Toledo officers. 23 July 1987.

------- + Correspondence with autho . 28 Julyv 198B9.

Kantrowitz, Barbara et al. "Growivg Up Bay." Newsweek,
13 January 19846, 5S50-52.

Kelly & Co. WXYZ-TV, Channel 7, broadcast August 1989.

Kelly, M. "Ou~ Dignity." Dignity/Houston Newsletter,
September 1988) unpaginated.

Kenkelen, Bill. "Dioceses’ Ministries Gear Up for AIDS
Epidemic." National Catholic Reporter, 12
December 19846, 1, 25-26.

——————— . "Priests® AIDS Deaths: ‘Shames; Fear,
Eompassion.’ Nationcl Eatholic Reporter, 12
Pecember 1986, 23-25.

——————— . "Digrnity Punches Back at Miami Meeting."
National Catholic R porter, 14 August 1987, 5.

273



——————— . "Dignity Besieged but Unbowed as Big Meeting

Nears." Nationa: Catholic Reporter, 17 July 1987,
by 7.

Kennedy, F. Sexual Counseling: A Practical Guide for
Non-professional Counseloars, New York:

Continuum, 1980.

Killian, Joseph Gilgamesh. "YDignity: The Early Years."
Dignity/USA Newsletter, Summer 1989, 1,95.

———————— .  Untitled. (Dignity/USA) Undated.

Kosnik, @Anthony, Agnes Cunningham, Ronald Modras,
William Carrell, and James Schulte. Human
Sexuality: New Directions in American
Catholic Thought: A Study Commissioned by The
Catholic Theological Seociety of America. New
Yoark: Paulist, 1977.

Kosniks Anthony. Seminar presented at Lord of Light
Campus Ministry. Ann Arbor, MI. Winter, 1983.

Kotlarczyk, Patricia &. "Mending the Torn Spirit
Making Ready the Way." Thesis, Marygrove
College Pastoral Ministry, April 1985.

Kung, Hans. Public lectures. University of Michigan.
Fall, 1983.

Lee, Sister Catherine. Correspondence with author. 26
July 1989.

Leege, David C. and Joseph Gremillion, eds. "Who Is a
True Catholic? Social Bounoaries an the

Church." Notre Dame Study of Catholic Parish
Life. Report No. 12. 1-10. University of
Notre Dame. March, 1988.

Lefevere, Patricia. "Bay,s; Catholic Struggle Moves into
N.Y. Courts.” National Catholic Reporter, 195
April 1988.

———————— - "New York Dignity Priest Ordered to Rome."

National Catholic Reporter;: 1é& October 1987, 5.

274



Lempicki, Joe. "Dignity as a Parish." In Dignity,
lInc. Newsletter, July/Aujgust 1984, unpaginated.

Leopold, Kathleen and Thomas 0Oriansy eds. Theoloqical
Pastoral Resources: A Collection of Articles
on Homosexuality from a Pastoral Perspective.
6th ed. Washingtons DC: Dignity, 1901.

Lewis. Brian. "“Bay Catholics Find Faith in Dignity:
lLay Organization Works for Church Acceptance."
(reprinted from Los Angeles Independent) The
Dignity Angelus, (Dignity/Los +“ngelus) March,
1789, unpaginated.

Mahoney, Archbishop Roger, et al. ‘"Correspondence with
Province of Los Angelas Priests." Released through
Public Information Department. 14 June 1789,

Manser, Nancy. "Homosexual Ends His Fast Day After

Pledge by 2 Bishops." Detroit News, 4 October
1270, 7(A)Y, S(A),

McBrien, Richard P. Catholicism: Study Edition. San
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1981.

McGreaw. Dignity/Detroit Newsletter, May 1984,
urpaginated.

———————— . Dignity/Detroit Newsletter, October, !984.
unpaginated.

McNaught, Brian. "Statement of Brianm McNaught
Proclaiming His Fast." Press Release. 146
September 1%274. unpaginated.

————————— . "The &Sad Dilemma of the Gay Catholic." U.S.
Catholic (August, 1979): b-11.

———————— . "Brian’s Column." Insight: A QRGuarterly of
Gay Catheolic Opinion {Summer 1978) &, 18.

———————— . "Gay and (stholic." In Positively Gay, ed.
Betty Berzon, 546-64. Los AQngeles, CA: Mediamix
Associates, 1979.

————————— . A Disturbed Peace: Selected Writings of an
Irish Catholic Homosexual. 3rd. printing.

275



February, 198é&. washington, EC: Dignity.
Inc.s 19B1.

———————— . On Being Gay: Thoughts on Family, Faith and
Love. Stonewall Inn Edition, gen. ed., Michael
Denneny. New York: St. Martin’s, 1988.

———————— . "Is Our Church Big Enough for Gay
Catholics?" Reprint from U.S. Catholic.
Undated. Washington, DC: Dignity, Inc.

McNeills John J. "Tha Chric.ian Male Homosexual:
Introduction: The Failure of Pastoral
Counseling." Homiletic and Pastoral Review

70:9 (June 1970): b&7-8677.

———————— . "The Christian Male Homosexual: Part 1II:
What Ghould Be the Goal of Counseling? The
Clergyman’s Role as Counselor.” Homiletic and
Pastoral Review 70:10 (July 1970): 747-798.

——————— . "The Christian Male Homosexual: Part 111z
Ethically Responsible Homosexual Relationships.”
Homiletic and Pastoral Review 70:11 (August 1970}
B2H-636.

———————— .  The Church and the Homosexual: Updated and
Expanded Edition. 3rd ed. Boston: Beacon,
1988.

———————— . Taking a Ehance on God: Liberation Theology
for Gays, Lesbians, and Their Lovers, Families and
Friends. Boston: Beacon, 1988.

Mead, George Herbert. The Social Psychology of George
Herbert Mead. =d. Anselm Strauss. 2nd ed.

Chicagos ILL: University of Chicago, 1956.

Michigan Cathealic. 29 Augusty 3, 7 November; 4, S5
December 19663 11, 24 July 1%87.

National Catholic Reporcer. 23, 25 September 19875 15
Apriis 3, 15 June 19688.

National Conference of Catholic Bishops. Principles to
Guide Confessors In Buestions of Hemosexuality.

warkington, DC: National Council of Catholic
Bishopss 1973.

276



———————— . The Parish: A People, A Mission, A
Structure, Washington, DC: 1980.

"Nick." "A Witness for Our God." Dignity/Lafayette
Newsletter, May 1987, 3.

Nidorf, Pax. Correspondence with author. 25 Augusti 23
September 1989.

Nelson, James J. Emodiment: An Approach to Sexuality
and Christian Theology. Minneapolis, MN:
Augsburg, 197%.

New Ways Ministry. “"Statement on the Vatican Letter to
the DBishops on  the Pastoral Care of Homosexual
Persons." Undated Press Release.

Nugent, Robert, ed. & Challenge to Love: BGay and
Lesbian Cathelics in the Church. New York:

Crossroads, 1984.

———————— . "Statement in Response to Vatican Letter on
Homosexualjty." Press Release. Catholic
Coalition for Bay ivil Rights. 1 Nevember
1986.

Nugent, Robert, Jeannina BGramick, and Thomas Oddo.
Homosexual ECatholics: A New Primer for
Discussign. Washington, DC: Digrnity, Inec,,
gnd. printing. 19890.

Nugent, Robert and Jeannine Gramick, eds, ATime to
Speak: A Collection of Contemporary Statements
from U.S. CAtholic Sources on Homosexusl Ministry
and Social Justice. Mt. Rainiers; MD: New Ways
Minisiry, 1978,

Oddo, Tom and Paul Diederich. "An Dverview." lnsighbt:
A Quarterly of Gay Catholic Opinion. 2:1 (Fall,
1987): 4-5,; 6.

Pilarczyk, Archbishop Daniel E. Correspondence with
author. 7 August 198%.

Povish, Bishop Kenneth. Correspondence wih author. 14
August 1989.



Ranallo, John. "Being the Church!" Insight: A
Quarterly of Lesbian / Gay Christian Opinion, 411
(Winter, 1980): 8, 17.

Reese;y Michael and Pamela Abramson. "One Family’s
Struggle." Newsweek, 13 January 1986, 55-58.

Roche, Pat. "City of God." Speech preasented 3
September 198%. Reprinted in Dignity/USA
Newzsletter, November 1989, 12-13.

Rogers, Carl R. COn Becoming a Person: A Therapist’s
View of Psychotherapy. Boston, MA: Heoughton

Mifflin, 196&1.

Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.
Declaration on Certain Guestions Concerninag
Sexual Ethics. 29 December 1975. United
States Catholic Conference.

———————— . "Ratzinger ’B895 Letter Outlines Road to
Orthodaxy," (reprint of letter sent +to U.S.
bishops by the U.S. bishops’ commission)
National Catholic Reporter, 5 June 1987, 25-

26.

————————— . "Letter to the World’s Bishops an the
Pastoral Care of Homosexual Persons.® In
Origins. 16:22 (13 November 1984. 377, 3A79-
38z2. (also to be fournd in: The Vatican and

Homosexuality. ed. Jeannine Bramick and Pat
Furey, 1-10. New York: Crossrocad, 1988.)

Savage, Mike, et. al. Letter / Press Release. 28 June
1988. Dignity / Chicago.

Scroggs,  Robin. New Testrament and Homosexuality:
Contextual Background for Contemporary Debate.
Philadelphia, PA: Fortress, 1983. Sth printing,
1988.

Schwartz, Howerd and Jerry Jacrnbs. Qualitative
Socioclogy: A Method to the Madness. New York:
Free Press, 1979

Seligman, Jean and Pazmela Abramson. "Gays 1in the
Clergy: Churches Are Trying to Confine the

278



Sub ject to the Ecclesiastical Closet."”
Newsweek (23 February 1987): S8-&0.

Sullivan, Archbishop Walter F. Correspondence with
auther. 31 July 1989,

Tillich,s Paul. The Shaking of the Foundation. MNew
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1948.

Tivnan,; Edward. “Homosexuality and the Churches.” New
York Times Magazine, 11 Dctober 1987, B84-87, BS-
21.

Wagrer, Richard. Bay Catholic Priests: A Study of

Cognitive and Affective Dissonance. Institute for
the Advanced Study of Human Sexuality. Monograph
1. San Francisce, CA: Specific Press, 1981.

Walczak, Christopher. "The Bal Harbor Statement."
distributed by Dignity/USA. undated.
unpaginated.

Wolf, James G., ed. OGay Priests. San Francisco: Harper
and Row, 198%.

Wondss Richard. Anather Kind of Love: Homosexuality
and Spirituality, 3rd ed. Fort Wayne, IN: Knoll,

1988.

Woodward, Kenneth et al. "tays in the Clergy: Churches
Are Trying to Confine the Subject to the
Ecclesiastical Closet."” Newsweek, 23 February

1987, S58-&0.

e279



APPENDIX

INTERVIEW METHODOLOGY

This research project questioned how and why

Dignity bas persisted in spite of a hostile and

repressive attitude on the part of the Church
hierarchy. The study utilized a methodology that
combined two gqualitative research techniques:
participant observation and in-depth interviews. The

projects’s goal was to examine the hypothesis that
Dignity has endured because it provides its members
with the experience of empowering acceptance, support,

protection,; fellowship and intimacy that they have been
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unable to find elsewhere,

Rationale.

Bogdan and Taylor define gqualitative research as
"..sresearch procedures which produce descriptive data:
people’s own written or spoken wor-ds and observable
behaviour."? Bogdan and Taylor argue in favour of
using qualitative research on the grounds that this
technique permits otherwise unknown people to give
voices in their own words, to their life stories and
experiences thus enabling empathy with the subjects to
develop as others begin to perceive ths world from the
studied group’s point of view.®

According to Schwartz and Jacob,” coupling the two
qualitative research techniques of participant
observation and interviewing heips the researcher
arrive at a more accurate view of a subject population
by <+ocusing on differences between professed beliefs

and actual life decisions that reflect an individual’s

' Robert Bogdan and Steven J. Taylor, Introduction

to Gualitative Research Metheds: A Phenomenological
Approach to the Social! Sciences. {New VYork: John Wiley
& Sons, 19B84), 4.

® lbid., 9.
® Howard Schwartz and Jerry Jacobs, Gualitative
Sociology: A Method to the Madness (New York: Free
Press, 1979), 4b.
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‘¢

true ethical standards. In short, Schwartz and Jacob
state that combining techniques "...offers a

potentially powerful way to call into question the

relationship between words and deeds."”
The social science technique of participant
observation demands that the researcher become

intensely involved in the social interactions and the
lives of the study group’s members and participants.
In this way, the researcher becomes aware of the
group’s CONCETIS, history, dynamics, and power
structure. Members® interpersonal relationshipssy as
well as the study group’s relationship to the dominant
culture became evident as the researcher shared in the
individual members’ common, everyday experiences.
Dbserving and taking part in activities, struggles,
social eventsy and funerals over an extended period of
time provided an understanding of the subjects’ world
view. This type of close-guarter observation yields

rich data that provides an intimate view of those under

study.®

* Ibid.

S Ibid.

¢ Bggdan and Taylor, fQualitative Research Method,
5,9. —
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This project also utilized in-depth, loosely
structured interviews in an attempt to probe the
relationships between individual Dignity members,
between members and their local chapters, and the
members’ perceptions of and experiences as Catholic
gays or lesbians prior to and since joining Dignity.
Use of this type of interview technique revealed how
the members and chaplains felt that their association
with Dignity provided previously ignored and unmet
needs that involvement with other situations, imncluding
local parishes, did not satisfy.

Interview GQuestions.

A list of twenty-one questions formed the basis of
a skeletal structure for the personal interviews.
Questions 1 through 5 elicited baseline information on
the members’ reasons for joining and remaining with
Dignity, the length of time they stayed with the group,
and the intensity and duration of an individual’s
involvement. Because individuals tend to allot the
scarce resources of time and energy to those projects
or causes that produce the greatest satisfaction or
benefit in their personal lives, involvement may ref-
lect Dignity’s value to its members.

As the interviews progressed, it became evident
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that these first fact-finding questiaons evoked, in some
sub jectsy, a flopod of painful memories and experiences
related to their struggles to come to terms with their
sexual orientation and te resclve the conflicts sexual
orientation presented vis—a-vis their Catholicity. In
one instance a ninety-minute, uninterrupted interview
ensued after the third gquestion prompted the subject to
recount an entire life history.

Questions 6 through 10y, 1B, and 19, attempted to
determine if membership or participation in a Dignity
chapter’s activities resulted in any changes in an
individual’s spiritual life or self-image.

The eleventh and twelfth guestions helped elicit
any negative reactions to the Dignity experience the
sub ject may have avoided discussing earlier.

Auestions 13 through 15 dealt with the subjects’
sexual ethics. These questions constitute a critical
part of this study because members of the hierarchy
cite +the issue of sexual ethics as justification for
adverse action against Pignity. Correspondence and
interviews show that U,5. bishops ousted +From Church
property those chapters that refused either to confirm
members’ belief in particular official Church

statements on =exual ethics, or to denounce the

284



statement on sexual ethics adopted by the Dignity
national House of Delegates in Florida in July 1987.

Question 17 provides demographic information about
the subject population. This question, like the ques-
tions on sexual ethics, occurred at a point 1in the
interview when the rapport that had been firmly es-
tablished between subject and researcher could vield
frank and honest answers. Also, while questions 15 and
16 might have presented an individual’s view of an
ideal or theoretical sexual ethic, question 17 disclo-
sed any inconsistencies in a participant’s answers
because question seventeen attended to the reality of
the ethical life choices made by an individual over
time.

Question 14 attempted to uncover the individual’s
understanding of the institutional Churech’s teaching on
homosexuality by dealing with the moral conflict bet-
ween the sexual ethic a subject arrived at through
lived experience and the ideal sexual ethiec presented
by the Church.

The sixteenth question was originally designed to
uncaver Dignity members’ perceptions of an attitude of
discrimination or of judgementalism against gay and

lesbian Catholics. Discussions with Dignity members
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that took placte before the research project began
prompted this question’s inclusion in the study. This
question’s importance paled, howevery as some partici-
panis spontanecusly raised two other issues: their ex-
periences as victims of child abuse, either physical or
psychologicalj and alcohol abuse, either by the
sub jects or their families.

The prepared interview questions formed the
backbone of the actual interviews and served as a
useful tool in the interview process. 1t soon became
apparent that some individuals who seemed hesitant to
participate in the study consented %o an interview
because they had some assurance about the situation
they were getting into. Using this prepared list en-
couraged participation because ambivalent individuals
could ask Dignity officers about the project and the
questions they would have to answer. In fact, in the
end, the researcher was unable to interview all of the
sub jects wishing to participate, because of time re-
straints.

Personal Documents.

As the project progressed, other materials served
as sources of information, including personal corres-—

pondence and other autobiographical materials that were
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either distributed to officers or published in various
chapter newsletters. Bogdan and Taylor describe this
source material, and the transcripts of the long, open
ended interviews, as personal documents.” They define
this term as "...those materials in which people reveal
in their own words their view of their entire life, or
a part of it, or some other aspect about themselves."®
The value of personal documents, according to Baogdan
and Taylory lies in the fact that these documents
reveal facets of sub jects’ lives not otherwise
accessible to the researcher, providing a "...view lofl
a person in relation to the history of his or her time
and [allowing the researcher) to examine....the inter-—
section between the lives of people and...thzir societ-
jes, "%

Ethical Issues.

Before the actual interviewing began, thesis
director Dr. George Crowell received oral, and later,
written approval of the methodology from Dr. John
Lewis, Chair of the University of Windsor Ethics

Committee. In addition, Dr. Barry Adam of the

7 1bid., 96.
® Ibid.
® ibid., 7.
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Sociology Department, who acted as outside reader on
the project, periodically reviewed the research
methodology, including the qguestion format as well as
all interview procedures and methodologys in addition
to providing guidance for field work procedures while
that portion of the project progressed.

Contact with Dignity/Detroit began in early Febru-
arys 1989 when the researcher attended a regularly
scheduled Sunday evening Mass and the subsequent social
gathering., Officers and long—-time members initiated
conversations and quickly accepted the researcher as
part of the group. Acceptance and rapport were
facilitated at this critical stage of building
relationships because of the researcher’s prior
acquaintance with and knowledge of the activities of
one of the other Dignity chapters in the study. This
prior association provided the researcher with a
working knowledge of Dignity history in the vyear
preceding and following the release of the Ratzinger
Letter, As the research progressed, this prior
involvement worked both to the researcher’s advantage
and disadvantage. Seeing the hurt and alienation that
the Ratzinger Letter precipitated, after witnessing

Dignity’®s positive impact on individuals’ lives over a
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four-year period, spawned this research project. This
long-standing relationship,» with its negative and
positive aspects, provided information and insights
that would have been impossible to acquire in the

relatively short period of time normaltly allowed for

this type of research project. However, the intense
invalvement that oCCUrs in such long-range
relationships places serious demands on the

researcher’s emotional rescurces as the res=archer not
only observes and records data needed to prove or
disprove a hypothesis. But, almost in a pastoral
sense, the researcher journeys with those who become
part of the researcher’s life as treasured friends and
acquaintances, not just information spurces or
statistics.

Rappart with Study Population.

From the beginning, the Dignity/Detroit president
and members of the Executive Council -- the elected
officers —— were helpful and receptive to the project.
After reading an early draft of the proposal, they gave
oral permission for the interviews and other research
with the chapter and itsg members to commence.
Proceeding in this fashion assured the community of the

legitimacy of the research goals, thus alleviating
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suspicion or ethical problems that a covert research
project with disguised goals might engender.

Relating to the officers with candour and openness
about the goals of the research project resulted in an
atmosphere of trust and cooperation that tranaferred to
many of the members. Withoux the officers’ assistance,
few ple would have consented to interviews, or
tolerated the ongoing presence of a researcher in
intimate discussions for wmonths on end. Officers’
cooperation included an offer to help find volunteers
by word of mouth, if necessary. The researcher was
allowed to use a small chapel in the community centre
on Porter Street for interviewing purposes. In addi-
tiony, as interviews often took place one or two hours
before Mass actually began, one of two officers either
took paing to arrive at the site earlier than they
ple =d otherwise, or they adjusted their schedules to
accommodate the interviews or requests for information
and data.

In order to provide additional protection to the
Dignity members -— and to increase the probability of
rapport with the members —-— the 1list of questions
originally approved by the directing committee and

subsequently, the departmental graduate committee, was
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submitted to the Dignity Executive Council for
discussion and possible approval. The Dignity/Detroit
president allowed the researcher to present a brief
summary of the project at a regularly scheduled council
meeting which was held in the Dignity offices on 16
April 1989, follewing the weekly Mass. All elected
officers attended this meeting, as well as three
members who wished either to ask the council to
consider specific issues for discussion, or to par-
ticipate in the discussion of pertinent agenda items.
In a closed meeting that was held following this pre-
sentations the officers discussed the project. The
researcher was given verbal notification of the pro-
ject’s approval and was subsequently permitted access
to the general membership.

Finding Sub jects.

In order to solicit volunteers for the project,
the researcher was allowed to speak at an open meeting
attended by approximately twenty-five members. At this
meeting, more than a dozen individuals indicated inter-
eat in the project by signing their names and phone
numbers to a list. Following this initial appeal for
volunteers, a notice explaining the project and includ-

ing the researcher’s home address and telephone number,
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was printed in Dignity/Detroit’s weekly newsletter. In
addition, two amouncements were placed in the monthiy
newsletter that all members, chaplains, and non—members
on the group’s mailing list receive. These ads yielded
only a disappeointing response, probably because they
would have involved a long distance phone call at the
sub ject’s expense.

Contact with the Ann Arbor chapter was far less
formal, because of prior interaction with the chapter
and long—-standing existing friendships.

Volunteers were chesen to reflect age and gender
divisions as well as involvement level in the chapters.
Thus, not all of the volunteers were included in the
study. Women were especially sought as subjects after
a conflict that arose concerning sexism and the role of
women in the Detroit chapter.

Whert information from newsletters and subjectr
indicated a discrepancy in facts, another interview was
done by submitting the list of questions to a respon-
dent who replied in writing after telephone discussions
clarified all questicna. Another interview with a
former Dignity celebrant, now a diccesan official in
charge of gay and lesbian ministry, took place over the

phone. In this interview, the question list was not
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utilized.

When the researcher attended the regional House of
Delegates meetings hosted by Arnm Arbor chapter,
national and regional officers provided additionail
cooperation by allowing the researcher to audio-tape a
number of discussions as well as a session devoted to
the oral history of the region.
oenyidentiality.

Througho.t the course of this research, the sub-—
ject population’s right to privacy and confidentiality
were of primary concern to the researcher and the
directing committee.

Because of the potential for harm that might
result from inadvertent exposure of identity, all those
associated with Dignity consider confidentiality to be
an area of serious concern. Thus, although officers at
the chapter, regional and national 1level provided
jnvaluable assistance while the work was in progress,
they maintained the confidentiality of their members at
all times. In short, at no time in the course of the
project did any officer violate the organization’s
strict code of confidentiality that protects its mem-—
bership or celebrant lists and other confidential data.

Although a =mall percentage of Dignity members
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live openly gay lives, making no attempt to conceal
their sexual orientation from family, friend., and work
associates encountered in the course of daily living,
most of the gay 2nd lesblan individuals associated with
the group do not enjoy this Treedom. In facts in most
instancesy as the interviews show, members’ friends,
relatives and families may not be aware of the reality
of Dignity members’ true sexual orientation. In ether
instances, Dignity members hold sensitive positions of
responsibility within the structure of the Church, the
medical or academic communities, or private industry
that woitld be compremised if these individuals’

identity and sexual orientation became comman knowledge

in the community at large. Because of this ever-
present tension, and because of the numerous
experiences of betrayal, bigotry, harassment and

discrimination that many gay and lesbian people have
experienced, stressing confidentiality not only allowed
Dignity members to fully participate in the interviews,
but facilitated the entire research project.

Dignity members have good cause for concern regar-
ding confidentiality. The vice-president of a Louis-
ville (Kentucky) bank lost his job when his emplovers

learned that he also held the office of presidert of
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the Dignity-lntegrity/Lou1sville chapter.*” Indeed, as
mentioned earlier, Dignity/Detroit’s first president,
Brian McNaught, first lest his column and then his job
with the Archdiocese of Detroit weekly newspaper, The

Michigan Catholic.

A number of measures were taken to try to insure
subjects’ confidentiality. Instead of signed consent
forms which might have presented a security problem,
members were presented with letters, which they read
before each interview commenced. During the taping of
interviews, the researcher avoided using the sub jects’
names, During the trarmscription process, any names the
sub jects might have used were omitted. The tapes were
numbered. When the initial transcription was
completed, all tapes were placed in a bank safe deposit
box.

In an attempt to provide & further element of
security for the subjects, members from the Detroit,
ann Arbor, and Toledo chapters were interviewed. Thus,
subjects’ identity is protected bhecause the population
of these chapters is drawn from several cities in

Michigan and Ohio, from as far north as Lansing, to the

1%Fjeld Notes, Dignity / Region V House of
Delegates, 31 July 1969.
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southeastern Michigan metropolitan area that
encompasses Detroit, its suburbs and northern Ohie.
Members also attend these meetings from the nearby
Canadian city of Windsor, Ontario.

Because chaplains who were interviewed for this

project are scattered throughout the dioceses in
Michigan, Ohio, and Ontario, their identities are
protected. With two exceptions, they were interviewed
in their rectories. The questions were modified

slightly to accommodate chaplains’® experiences and
perceptions. A complete 1list of the chaplains’
questions is included at the end of the chapter.
Interviews were conducted in a number of settings.
Every attempt was made to conduct interviews in a
setting chosen by the subjects, where they would feel
secures at home, relaxed, and at ease.

At Dignity/Detreoit, as stated earlier, the inter-
views were conducted in a small chapel in the community
centre adjacent to the area where the members meet for
the after Mass social gathering. This chapel afforded
privacy. An "“Interview in Progress'" sign posted on one
of the two doors, was, for the most part, respected,
especially once an interview routine was established

and the general membership accepted the interviewing
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process as part of the chapter’s regular routine.

Two interviews of Dignity/Detroit members took
place at the members’ shared home outside of the city
of Detroit. Two other interviews of Dignity/Detroit
members took place during the course of the chapter’s
annual retreat which was held in a retreat house
located inm a developing area some distance from
Detroit. Other interview sites in Detroit included a
coffee shop and an office at the chancery in downtown
Detroit.

Dignity/Ann Arbor’s facilities are somewhat limit-
ed because of the chapter’s small size of the chapter
and because of the current strained relationship with
the pastor of the host parish. Its only office space
is a small, poorly ventilated room that once served as
a confessional. This office, located in the base-
ment-1ike lower chapel of St. Mary’'s Student Chapel on
the central campus of the University of Michigan, was
unsuitable for use as an interview site. Thus, inter-—
views with Dignity/Amm Arbor members occurred at the
home of a trusted individual who respected the con—
fidentiality of the members, Other ann Arbor inter-
views took place at a member’s one—person office, and

at the University of Michigan Office of Gay and Lesbian
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Affairs, located in the Michigan Student Union. In
three instances, two with Dignity chaplains, and
another with a Dignity/Detroit member, taped interviews
were conducted at the researcher’s Windsor home.

In retrospect, the most fruitful interviews occur-
red in Dignity/Detroit’s chapel, the researcher’s home
and the rectories. Distractions such as occasional
interruptions and the background noise of more than 100
laughing and joking people socializing in the adjoining
living room might have intruded on the interviews. On
the contrary, the secure, totally relaxed atmosphere
permeated even the interview setting and seemed to
stimulate the subjects to talk freely and openly. The
advantage of interviews in subjects’ and researchers’
homes was principally one of time: If a subject wished
to address an area of concern, he or she could continue
the discussion at much greater length than at Dignity
because there were no concerns about missing Mass or
the extended Eucharist of the social and subsequent
dinner.

Respondents’ desire to share their stories, mean-
ingful involvement, and :n one case, to share the anger
and the pain of years of repression, overcame barriers

of unfamiliarity. The individuals who visited the
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researcher’s home had never been there prior to the
interviews.

ODn the other hand, intimacy, familiarity, and
friendship intruded and blocked total candour with the
fAnn Arbor group. While Detroit members freely dis-
cussed painful experiences, the Ann Arbor members
avoided volunteering such information. It is possible
to speculate that a factor at work in this situation
was a desire to maintain a friendship. Perhaps reveal-
ing hurtful material would have altered a prior relati-
onship, and the volunteers choose not to take this risk
and place themselves in a vulnerable position by

extraordinary self-revelation.
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS -— LAITY

Why did you join Dignity?
How long have you been a member?
How active have you been in the organization?

What were your expectations when you joined
Dignity?
How has Dignity met -- or not met -—-- vyour

expectations?

Describe what vyour spiritual life would be like
without Dignity.

Describe your experiences in the Church before
joining Dignity.

How is your life different as a Dignity member?
What excites or pleases you most about Dignity?
What memories do you treasure most from Dignity?
What do you dislike most about Dignity?

What things would you change about Dignity?

What do you feel about the Ratzinger Letter?
Please explain your perception of Church teaching
on sexuality.

Describe vyour idea of responsible, ethical sexual
behaviour:

i.e. What about =sex outside of a long-term
relationship?

i.e. How do you feel about gay and lesbian unions?
Describe vyour reaction to +the Roman Church’s
ministry to AIDS victims.

If you choose, can you describe your background:
i.e. job; relationship or marital statusi in or
cutj celibate or sexually active; plans for the
future, etc.

How do you feel Dignity has helped you?

In what ways have you benefited from Dignity?
Describe your impressions of Dignity/National.
Describe your impressions of the regional
erganization.
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INTERVIEW QUEST IONS
CHAPLAINS

Why did you began celebrating Mass for
Dignity? When did you become a chaplain?

Are you a member? If sos, how long have you
beenn a member?

How active have you been in the organization?
Wwhat were your expectations when you began
working with Dignity?

How has Dignity met —— or not met —-— your
expectations?

Describe what your spiritual life would be
like without Dignity.

Describe your experiences in the Church
before joining Dignity.

How has working with Dignity affected you?
What pleases you most about Dignity?

What memories do you treasure most Tfrom
Dignity?

Wwhat do you dislike most about Dignity?

What things would you change about Dignity?
What do you feel about the Ratzinger Letter?
Please explain yobur perception of Ehurch
teaching on sexuality.

Describe vyour idea of responsible, ethical
sexual behaviour:

i.e. What about sex outside of a long-term
relationship?

i.e. How do you feel about gay and lesbian
unions?

Describe your reaction to the Roman Church’s
ministry to AIDS victims.

Can you state your present job outside of
Dignityj do you plan to continue working with
Dignitys your agej how leng have yeou been in
ministry and have you ministered to gays and
lesbians outside of Dignity?

How do you feel Dignity has helped you?

In what ways does Dignity help its members?
Describe your experiences and impressions ot
Dignity/National.

Describe your experiences and impressions of
the regional organization.
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