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Church and gay marriage
We were so impressed by John Gummer’s arti-
cle (“Something old, something new”, 15
December), especially when compared with
the statement by Bishop Egan of Portsmouth.
The bishop asks, “Will we ever forget that it
was the leader of the Conservative Party who
finally destroyed marriage as a lasting, lov-
ing and life-giving union between a man and
a woman?” How can the state’s acceptance of
a form of gay marriage possibly lead to the
final destruction of heterosexual marriage?
Marriage is a far stronger and robust insti-
tution than is implied here. Once again the
Church is attacking homosexuals, implying
that they are disordered – such a horrible, dis-
dainful expression – saying they are worthless,
and not “one of us”.

Our third son is gay. He had tried to have
girlfriends but it hadn’t worked out, so it was
not a matter of choice – he is made that way.
And if we believe he was made by God, then
God made him a homosexual. At one time he
thought of entering the priesthood, but by
acknowledging his homosexuality he found
the Church so harsh and dismissive of his sex-
ual orientation that he is now completely
alienated from the Church.

Now that society acknowledges that gay cou-
ples can and do have long lasting relationships
which are as loving and stable as many mar-
riages, surely our Churches should not make
a blanket response once again condemning
same-sex relationships. Having been married
for 53 years, we know that marriage is a very
worthwhile state, even though there can be
enormous difficulties. Having the support of
God and of the Church are often the only things
that can help people stay together. So, can-
not the Church show the compassion and love
that is Jesus Christ and allow the state to per-
mit such unions without once again showing
its disdainful attitude towards those of a dif-
ferent sexual orientation?
John and Hazel Cooper
Old Windsor, Berkshire

As John Gummer points out the institution
of marriage is of humanity itself, but the argu-
ment he then makes is flawed. Marriage is
created by the freely given consent of a man
and a woman to love and cherish each other
in a partnership of life and love for the well-
being of the spouses and the procreation and
education of children. These two ends of the
marriage covenant are intimately connected
through sexual intercourse so that man and
woman become “one flesh” and are united per-
sonally and corporeally. As embodied persons
this understanding is of humanity itself. 

While the Church recognises that the state
has a role in marriage, there are not two forms
of marriage: that of the state and that of the
Church. There is often misunderstanding that

this is not possible because of particular cir-
cumstances. The nature of the action is
morally significant and situates the relation-
ship as one that is open to life. This is what
essentially distinguishes marriage.
(Bishop) John Sherrington
Archdiocese of Westminster

Constraint based on reason
When faced with the proposal to include homo-
sexual partners in the definition of marriage
there are two instinctive reactions. The first
is to feel sorry for those excluded from what
is seen as a tender and supportive social con-
tract, and the second is to be uneasy at the
consequences of the proposed change which
diminishes the special status of the marriage-
based family in society, and lays open to a
charge of discrimination those opposed to the
change on moral grounds.

These moral grounds do not rely principally
on revealed religion but on natural reason.
The union of two persons of the same gen-
der is not the same as the marital union of
a man and a woman. It may be an analogous
state, but the analogy is precisely on the
grounds of a permanent personal relation-
ship which for fiscal and heritable benefits
previously reserved to married couples has
entered the legal system as a civil partner-
ship. However, the sexual or genital faculty
natural to the marital relationship of a man
and a woman and potentially productive of
new life has been soundly judged as not with-
out constraints, covered by law, to protect
individuals, the family and the institution of
marriage itself from potential harm, as in the
case of adults and children, persons within
close degrees of consanguinity, and those
within existing marriage bonds.

Faiths are not alone is considering such con-
straints as extending to the sexual intercourse
of homosexuals since there is wisdom in fol-
lowing the patterns of nature. While it is true,
certainly within Catholic Social Teaching, that
governments are not required to make all
immoral actions illegal, to many it is unhelp-
ful, unnecessary and indeed profoundly
unwise for political action to do quite the oppo-
site, namely to attempt through the law, by
equating homosexual unions with heterosex-
ual marriage, to render moral what is in itself
morally defective.

Many in today’s culture will disagree but it
must surely be worthy of consideration by those
presently in government that those whose task
it is to promote the moral well-being of soci-
ety are so largely opposed to the action on
grounds not simply of revealed faith within
an inherited system of wisdom but of rational
conviction stemming from an argument
based both on the philosophy of marriage and
the pastoral experience of human nature.
(Archbishop) Mario Conti
Emeritus Archbishop of Glasgow

people think that the Church does not recog-
nise marriages between people who are not
baptised Catholics and who marry in registry
offices. Rather, every marriage is a natural mar-
riage created by the free consent of the man
and woman. For those who are baptised
Christians this marriage is elevated to the dig-
nity of a sacrament. 

John Gummer argues that “as a society we
have come to understand that now we know
that people are not homosexual by choice but
by nature, we should recognise their rights
in our community.” The Church recognises
that for some people same-sex attraction is
a permanent part of their experience and that
it is not a choice. However, I question the
exclusivity of the term “by nature”. There is
simply no consensus on the origins of same-
sex attraction.

Furthermore, the understanding of natu-
ral law is not based on statistics but rather
requires philosophical reflection on what it
is to be human. As embodied persons, this will
include reasoning about the meaning of the
human body which is not merely a raw
datum for any interpretation. Rather, due atten-
tion must be given to certain fundamental
goods such as the intimate connection
between sexual intercourse, the openness to
children and commitment in marriage. There
is an objective, universal moral order founded
in human nature. The truth of the moral law
unfolds in history; the norms expressing this
truth do not change in their substance
although they may be better formulated and
understood (c.f. Veritatis Splendor 53).

What of the argument that since the
Church accepts that two people may marry
for whom procreation is impossible because
of advanced age, can we not extend this priv-
ilege to people of the same sex? The answer
lies in the fact that in marriage, there is both
a personal and physical communion so that
in sexual intercourse they become “one flesh”
which renews their total marital commitment
and is the act which would be naturally ful-
filled in the possibility of procreation even if
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Members of a gay activist group hold up
signs outside St Peter’s Square. ‘Surely
our Churches should not make a blanket
response once again condemning
same-sex relationships.’ Photo: CNS
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Faith leads us to a genuine experience of
God: in other words, it introduces us to
the spiritual life, which life guided by the
Holy Spirit. Anyone who believes in God
also needs to experience God – correct ideas
about God are not enough. The experience
of God, which always takes place in a con-
text of faith and not sight, is an experience
whose authenticity startles us … At other
times our spiritual experience is marked
by emptiness, by the silence of God, by an
aridity … Yet even in the silence of daily
life God can speak to us. He acts in our
life through the experiences life offers us,
and this means that he also acts in our times
of crisis, in the moments of darkness and
confusion in which we find ourselves. 

The spiritual experience is above all the
experience of being preceded: it is God
who goes before us, searches for us, and
calls us. We do not invent the God with
whom we want to enter into relationship
– he is already there!...The spiritual expe-
rience becomes nothing other than our
response in faith, hope and love to God
the Father, who addresses to each of us,
in baptism, the words that reveal our iden-
tity: “You are my son” or “You are my
daughter”. Sons and daughters in Jesus
Christ the Son: this is the promise and
the path revealed to us in baptism!

Enzo Bianchi 
Words of Spirituality 

SPCK, 2012

Let us follow the journey of the Magi to
Jerusalem. Above the great city the star
disappears, it is no longer seen. What does
this mean? In this case too, we must inter-
pret the sign in its depth. For those men
it was logical to seek the new king in the
royal palace, where the wise court advi-
sors were to be found. Yet, probably to their
amazement, they were obliged to note that
this newborn child was not found in the
places of power and culture, even though
in those places they were offered precious
information about him.

On the other hand, they realised that
power, even the power of knowledge, some-
times blocks the way to the encounter with
this child. The star then guided them to
Bethlehem, a little town; it led them among
the poor and the humble to find the King
of the world.

Pope Benedict XVI

Sunday is the Feast of the Epiphany

The living Spirit

Church and State
It is a pity that Clifford Longley (22/29
December) chose William Temple as epito-
mising the Anglican view that the state and
the national Church were two sides of the same
coin, a view more obviously associated with
Richard Hooker and, indeed, most Catholic
and Protestant thinkers, apart from the rad-
ical reformers four centuries earlier. 

Temple was one of the leaders in the cam-
paign for self-government for the Church of
England between 1916 and 1919. After
Parliament’s rejection for the second time in
1928 of the revised prayer book, he joined his
colleagues in the House of Bishops in agree-
ing that, given the Church’s approval of the
book, they could not regard use of such addi-
tions “as inconsistent with loyalty to the
principles of the Church of England” – a phrase
of almost Vaticanese refinement. So much for
Parliament! Temple’s coining of the phrase
“welfare state” in 1941 was in opposition to
what he called the “power state”, and had noth-
ing to do with the state as an instrument of
social solidarity and compassion. He did also
say at the end of the same chapter that: “The
state can rightly take action for a unanimous
community which it would be wrong to take
if great numbers of citizens dissented.” Finally,
in a sadly little-known piece, written in the
last year of his life (1944), Temple began with
the words: “The distinction between the
tasks of Church and of society, of churchmen
and citizens, is seldom clearly drawn; and the
result is confusion and impotence.” Amen.
(Professor) David M. Thompson 
Cambridge

Unwelcome greeting
My wife and I received a Christmas card from
one of my relations and his wife in the
United States. Both are observant Catholics.
Their card arrived as the enormity of the mas-
sacre of the innocents in Connecticut was
becoming clear. It bore on the front a picture
of the Nativity and on the back there was a
legend saying that sales of the card supported
the National Rifle Association. Despair, we are
told, is a sin. I’m trying to believe that.
Denis Archdeacon
Winchester, Hampshire

The council’s teachings sidelined?
Whoever told Fr Anthony Foreman (Letters,
22/29 December 2012) that “key documents”
of Vatican II “are currently out of print” and

“are not likely to be reprinted” was seriously
misinformed. Vatican II: constitutions, decrees,
declarations: the 16 basic documents, edited
by Austin Flannery, is in print. Fr Flannery’s
earlier work, Vatican Council II: the concil-
iar and postconciliar documents, is being
reprinted, and will be again available mid-
January. This volume contains, in addition to
the documents of the council itself, those fur-
ther documents which crossed the Ts, to
implement the details of the conciliar process.
Both books are available from Dominican
Publications as well as from bookshops.
(Fr) Bernard Treacy OP
Director, Dominican Publications, Dublin

I was startled by a recent experience. I
belong to one of the groups that meet
together in parishes in the diocese of
Westminster for six weekly sessions three times
a year. They consist of lay people and are led
by lay people. The diocese prepares a book-
let to help trigger discussion, Scripture
reading and prayer. The latest booklet, which
we have just completed, is entitled “Radiating
Christ” – exactly the objective of Vatican II
which opened in Rome 50 years ago. Yet never
once in this booklet is the council referred
to either in the group session material or in
the daily prayer section. Every quotation comes
from the Catechism of the Catholic Church.
Only in the appendix (“Supplementary
resources”) does Vatican II make an occasional
appearance. 

The booklet cannot be said to be out of line
with Vatican opinion. The doctrinal congre-
gation’s “Note with pastoral recommendations
for the Year of Faith” says tribute to both
anniversaries – the fiftieth of the start of Vatican
II and the twentieth of the launch of the cat-
echism – but when it comes to seminaries,
schools and universities, amazingly singles out
the catechism for attention.

But the texts of Vatican II are products of
the highest teaching authority of the Catholic
Church. At the time, they seemed fit to set
the Church and world on fire, as John XXIII
intended. A “sure compass” for the twenty-
first century, Pope John Paul II called them.
What have we done with this transformative
teaching the council entrusted to us? Have
we lost confidence in it? But as Pope Benedict
has said, Vatican II has the same weight as
Vatican I or the Council of Trent. If we neg-
lect it, do we think we can succeed in the “New
Evangelisation” we are being called to?
John Wilkins
London SW1

Exclusive language
While I enjoy reading The Tablet every week,
this enjoyment is hampered by the amount
of Latin that you include. Parish practice (22/
29 December) contains the phrase “… Pope
Benedict’s request in Verbum Domini to set
up a parish lectio divina as a sine qua non …”
– what does it mean? Ordinary readers should
not feel excluded by their lack of knowledge
of Latin.
Martin Wake
Dockenfield, Farnham, Surrey

For more of your correspondence, 
go to the new Letters Extra section of 

The Tablet’s expanded website:
www.thetablet.co.uk

CORRECTION
In Notebook (15 December), Sr Wendy
Beckett was described as a “Carmelite nun”.
In fact she is a hermit and consecrated 
virgin, who lives under the protection of
the Carmelites at Quidenham, Norfolk.
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