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To the victims of abuse, the divorced, the homosexuals,
to all women, and to all others
within the Catholic Church who have not been treated
as Jesus would have treated them.
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INTRODUCTION


The recent session of the Synod of Bishops (October 2014) sought to look at the modern family through a pastoral lens, so it had a particular concern for situations where there seemed to be a conflict between Church doctrine and pastoral need. Two subjects rose to prominence.


One concerns the situation of Catholic persons who have grown up to discover that their natural sexual attraction is as lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender persons. The doctrine is that any sexual act other than one between a man and a woman within marriage and open to procreation is disordered and mortally sinful. The pastoral need is that heterosexual marriage is not an alternative for such people and yet they feel not the slightest call to the life of total celibacy that this teaching would demand of them under pain of eternal punishment.


The other concerns the plight of Catholics whose marriage has failed and who have later remarried. The doctrine is that marriage is indissoluble, so the couple are held to be living in an ongoing and mortally sinful situation. The pastoral need is that such people feel that they are permanently excluded from Communion and the Church.


Many speakers at the Synod tried to find pastoral solutions within the doctrinal teaching, but it must be said that they did not have much success. Some strenuously opposed such attempts, insisting on the full rigour of the teaching.


It seemed to me that the majority were entirely genuine in their concern to meet the pastoral need, but believed that any pastoral solution had to be within the strict bounds of the doctrinal teaching, and did not really know where to go.


I suggest that if the second session of the Synod in October 2015 is to find answers, it must first look seriously at the Church teachings involved to see whether they might allow some ‘room to move’ in finding pastoral solutions. That is what I shall seek to do here. I am not seeking to impose one understanding, but to show that there is more to these two subjects than can be contained in the current stark teaching of the Church.


Allow me first, in a prologue, to give a brief context.









Prologue


1


A God of Infinite Patience


Science tells me that the world began with a Big Bang;


faith tells me that this Big Bang was an explosion of God’s love.


I cannot offer scientific proof of this faith belief,


but it is the most satisfying explanation I can find


of all that I see around me,


both in the material universe and within my own heart and mind.


At first vast amounts of energy swirled in the cosmos,


and then, over immense periods of time,


more solid objects began to form,


as stars, planets and galaxies came into being.


This world had its great beauty and majesty,


but there was no thinking and feeling being there


that could respond to the love that had created it.


More billions of years passed,


until on the planet we inhabit


the first primitive life forms came into being,


then crawled out of the sea and began to colonise the land.


An extraordinary and beautiful variety of plants and animals developed,


but there was still no being that could consciously respond to God’s love.


At last a few animals began to stand upright on two feet


and develop their conscious lives.


Human beings slowly evolved who could think and feel


and, finally, respond to God’s love.


From the explosion of love in the Big Bang


to the first conscious response to God’s love


had taken the scarcely imaginable time of 13.8 billion years,


and over all that time God had


waited … and waited … and waited,


not interfering, but,


with infinite patience,


allowing things to develop at their own pace.


There were many attempts by human beings


to understand the origin and meaning of this world,


though the earliest attempts usually involved nothing more


than stories of warring gods and superhuman heroes.


Then the people of Israel came to believe in one God


and they developed and wrote down a story of their moral and spiritual journey.


The journey began with ideas of superiority and vengeance (Gen 4:17–24),


but then gradually rose to ideas of respect for the dignity of others


and the rights that flow from this dignity (Ex 20:1–17),


and from there to ideas of loving one’s neighbour as one loves oneself (Lev 19:18),


and even to loving as God loves (Deut 6:4–9; Jonah 4:9–11).


There were almost as many steps backwards as forwards,


but the story of this moral and spiritual growth mirrored the growth in nature.


A person named Jesus then came from God,


taking everything that was good from this story,


but also taking the story further


by showing the world a degree of love


that reflected the original explosion of God’s love in creation.


The hope was that others would imitate this love


and the process of development might accelerate.


God has waited all this time for the level of growth we have achieved


and, if necessary, will wait for as long again for the full working out of the divine plan.


I suggest that the final goal of the divine plan


is that the human race should continue to grow


in moral and spiritual stature


until it in some manner returns the world to the love from which it came.


I have no idea what form this will take,


but I believe it is the final goal of the human race.


If it takes another fourteen billion years or more,


then so be it, for God can wait.


Jesus Christ lived a mere two thousand years ago,


an instant in time compared to the billions of years of creation.


And God can wait as long as is needed


for the followers of Jesus to develop and apply his ideas


in such a way that the whole world


may develop more securely towards its final goal.


All the evidence would indicate


that we are still in the very earliest days of the Christian story,


as it becomes part of the story of the whole human race


in its quest to return the world to the love from which it came.
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The Teacher


He never taught a lesson in a classroom.


He had no books to work with,


no blackboards, maps or charts.


He used no subject outlines, kept no records, gave no grades.


He spoke of planting crops, catching fish,


baking bread, or cleaning the house,


drawing his lessons from the familiar.


He told simple stories that could be endlessly applied.


His students were the poor, the lame, the deaf, the blind, the outcast,


and his method was the same for all who came to hear and learn:


he opened eyes with faith,


he opened ears with simple truth,


he opened hearts with a love born of forgiveness.


He delighted in seeing his students gradually grow


towards all they were capable of being.


His first teaching was always that of personal example,


as he lived the lessons he taught to others.


A gentle man, a humble man,


he asked and won no honours,


no gold awards of tribute to his expertise or wisdom.


And yet, this quiet teacher from the hills of Galilee


has fed the needs,


fulfilled the hopes


and changed the lives of millions.


For what he taught brought heaven to earth


and God’s heart to all.


3


The Song


In everything he did and in everything he said,


Jesus Christ sang a song.


Sometimes, when he cured a sick person, he sang softly and gently,


a song full of love.


Sometimes, when he told one of his beautiful stories,


he sang a haunting melody,


the kind of melody that, once heard, is never forgotten,


the sort of melody you hum throughout the day


without even knowing that you are doing it.


Sometimes, when he defended the rights of the poor,


his voice grew strong and powerful,


until finally, from the cross,


he sang so powerfully that his voice filled the universe.


The disciples who heard him thought


that this was the most beautiful song they had ever heard,


and, after he had returned to his Father,


they began to sing it to others.


They didn’t sing as well as Jesus had


–they forgot some of the words, their voices lacked force
and went flat–


but they sang to the best of their ability,


and, despite their weaknesses,


the people who heard them thought in their turn


that this was the most beautiful song they had ever heard.


The song gradually spread out from Jerusalem to other lands.


Parents sang it to their children


and it began to be passed down


through the generations and through the centuries.


Sometimes, in the lives of the great saints,


the song was sung with exquisite beauty.


But at other times and by other people it was sung badly,


for the song was so beautiful


that there was power in possessing it,


and people used the power of the song


to march to war


and to oppress and dominate others.


So the song was argued about, fought over,


treated as a possession, distorted,


and covered by many layers of human additions.


And yet, despite everything human beings did to it,


it was still capable of captivating people


whenever its sheer simplicity and aching beauty


were allowed to pierce through.


One of the last places the song reached


was a land that would later be called Australia.


At first the song was sung there very badly indeed,


for the beauty of the song was drowned


by the sound of the lash on the backs of the convicts,


and the cries of fear of the Aboriginal people.


But the song was always greater than the singers


and, in small wooden homes and Churches,


it began to spread throughout a vast and dry land.


At last the song came down to me,


sung softly, gently and lovingly by my parents.


Like so many millions of people before me,


I, too, was captivated by the song,


and I wanted to sing and dance it with my whole being.


The song must not stop with our generation,


and we in our turn must hand on its beauty to those who come after us.


And, as we do so,


we should always remember that this song


has two special characteristics.


The first is that, while we too sing it badly,


nevertheless, as long as we sing to the best of our ability,


others will hear not just our weak voice,


but behind and through us


they will hear a stronger and a surer voice,


the voice of Jesus himself.


The second is that we will always sing it better


whenever we can learn to sing it together


–not one voice here, another there,


singing different words to different melodies–


but all singing together as one.


For then at last the whole world will truly know


that this is still the most beautiful song


the world has ever known.
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The Divine in Human Hands


At the end of his time on earth Jesus Christ returned to his Father–


and everything began to go downhill from there!!!


Jesus Christ made one terrible mistake:


he brought incredible beauty to earth,


but then, inexplicably, he gave it all into the hands of weak human beings.


Surely he had to know how great a disorder they would make of it!


Surely anyone could have told him that even his most devoted followers


would never live up to the ideals he put before them!


The whole sad history of the next two thousand years


was already there in that one catastrophic mistake.


How could someone as intelligent as Jesus


have got things so fundamentally and obviously wrong?


The only answer that can be given


is that God’s overwhelming desire for the human race


is that we should grow towards all we are capable of being,


so that we may return the world to the love from which it came.


And God knows that the only way that this can happen


is by our taking responsibility for our own actions


and gradually and painfully learning and growing.


However messy this process and however long it takes,


there is no other way.


If Jesus somehow remained on earth and directed the Church,


people would never grow as they should.


Just as God waited 13.8 billion years for the world


to reach the stage of development it has,


so God can wait for as long as is needed


for the slow development of the Christian Church.


The most essential requirement for proper growth is humility–


the recognition that the example of Jesus is far above us,


and that we have to keep learning.


So the worst fault is that of pride,


particularly in the form of thinking that human beings


have certain answers to every question about Jesus,


so that they now possess him,


can wrap him up in a package


and hand him to others,


for this involves the danger of creating their own religion


rather than being faithful to that of Jesus.
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