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The Catholic bishops of Massachusetts, embarrassed by scandal and all but silent on the Iraq war, have chosen to speak out strongly against gay marriage. They do so as citizens, in support of what they see as “the common good.” They do so as pastoral leaders, instructing their own people about the dangers of same-sex unions. They also do so in solidarity with their brother bishops.

In Washington last month, responding to the gay marriage question, the American hierarchy published one pamphlet to “explain marriage,” as Worcester’s diocesan paper put it, and commissioned another on the moral evil of contraception. They also set up a committee to decide what to do about politicians who do not accept the bishops’ judgment on these and similar issues.

Here in Massachusetts our bishops sent out two letters to be read in parishes, one in May and a second at the end of November. When Worcester’s Bishop Daniel P. Reilly presented their position to the state Legislature, he suggested that the bishops mightily opposed gay marriage but might consider some alternative method of extending civil benefits to same-sex households. That turned out to be a mistake and Bishop Reilly quickly corrected the record: There would be no compromise that might suggest that homosexual relationships are in any way recognized. Only a firm stand for marriage as a union of one man and one woman, established as such in the state constitution, can save Massachusetts from disastrous erosion of family life.

Although there are a lot of Catholics in Massachusetts, and in its Legislature, polls show that most citizens support the state Supreme Judicial Court decision backing same-sex marriages and most politicians have reservations about a constitutional amendment restricting marriage to one man and one woman. It is not even clear how many priests read their bishops’ second letter to their people last Sunday.

Yet, aside from Bishop Reilly’s momentary slip into generous civility, the bishops have shown no doubts. They may have waffled on the war but they are sure on this one. They needed no consultation with gay Catholics, married Catholics, or parish priests or pastoral ministers to arrive at their clear, unambiguous judgment that gay sex is wrong, therefore legally recognized gay commitments are wrong as well.

The bishops seem persuaded by Rome and local extremists that homosexual sex is “intrinsically disordered,” to use a Vatican claim. Their words are more gentle than the Vatican’s, but the fervor and certainty are the same. They seem equally convinced, also without any pastoral consultation, that legal recognition of gay relationships will erode the shaky institutions of marriage and the family, already weakened by “the culture.”

A calmer, more intelligent church might have found in congressional passage of the partial-birth abortion ban last month an opportunity for genuine national dialogue about life and freedom and our connections with one another, a dialogue that might help us all deal with this complex question of homosexuality. Instead, schooled by the almost mindless mantras of the abortion controversy, the bishops asked no one a question and requested no dialogues as they rushed from moral judgment to legal prescription.

One does not have to be anti-Catholic to wonder about all this. On gay marriage, in many places, pastors and parishioners (to say nothing of moms and dads and siblings and friends of gay persons) are not sure. They are tolerant by instinct, they like the gays they know, and they admire the effort of gay friends and family members to find love, commitment and family. One suspects that those who attend church wonder where, in their church’s moral righteousness, love — mutual self-giving, committed, generous love — fits in.

At least since the second Vatican Council Catholics have been instructed that sexual intercourse has two purposes: to strengthen the unity of the couple, whose generous hunger to become two in one flesh makes present sacramentally the very life of a loving God, and to bring about, if God wishes, the creation of new life that is the fruit and fulfillment of married love.

Most understand the moral question posed by the absence of procreation in gay sex, even if they are less sure than the Vatican or the bishops about the answer to that question. That is because they ask another question. They ask if it’s all that clear that, for gay people, love can never move beyond desire to self-gift, from eros to agape. More and more people, in fact, have a story to tell about a gay couple they know whose long-standing commitment has proven life-giving and even borne fruit in parenthood.

On reflection, why the surprise? The sad thing about Catholic efforts to say and do the right thing about sex is that the rich realism of Christian marriage, its romantic hope that genuine love can happen, and its hard-won knowledge that commitment and fidelity and specific virtues like patience and generosity can help make it happen, all that rich experience gets buried in waves of righteous indignation.

So three suggestions to improve the pubic debate, based on the conviction that a strong Catholic voice is a public good:

First, the bishops might retire for a moment from the public arena to have a conversation with their pastors and people about love and sex and family. Perhaps minds will not be changed, but the bishops will never again have authority, in or out of the church, unless they improve their capacity to speak with and for and not just to their people.

Second, all of us could ask ourselves why, if marriage is such a good thing, so few of them work, and why one-third of our children (rising toward two-thirds among the young), are born to unwed moms. More than we usually care to admit, the quality of our communities depends on the number and quality of two-parent families. Love is important.

And finally, the next time you hear someone say that religious leaders on this issue are standing up against the secular enemies of marriage, ask them to actually read the Supreme Judicial Court’s majority opinion. Remarkably, it is filled with affirmations of the good of committed, permanent marriage. In fact, the good of marriage, of married love indeed, is just the point.

The judges decided that marriage is so important and worthwhile a good that none of us should be excluded from its benefits. At the very least that is an idea worthy of consideration, especially by Christians, who believe that love is, after all, the answer to all the big human questions.

 

