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AMERICA

Tm Here':

An Interview With Andrew Sullivan

Here is a

population within
the church, and

outside the church,

desperately
seeking spiritual

health and values.

And the church

refuses to come
to our aid,

refuses to listen
to this call.
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ANDREW SULLIVAN, 30 years old, is editor of The New Republic.
English by birth, Mr. Sullivan studied modern history at Oxford
University, where he was also president of the Union. He then won a
Harkness Fellowship to Harvard and wrote a Ph.D. dissertation on
Michael Oakeshott, the British political philosopher. In a talk he
gave at the New York Public Library earlier this year on journalism
and minorities, he expressed enthusiasm for the openness of
American society—citing his editorship of The New Republic as an
example of it. His writings have touched on themes, among others,
having to do with Catholic thought and gay life. This interview took
place in his office at the magazine, in Washington, D.C., March 19,
1993. The interviewer was Thomas H. Stahel, S.J., executive editor of
America.

Fou are both Catholic and gay and open about both, and it
would be helpful to others in the church to know how you
bring those twoparts ofyour life together, in view ofofficial

church teaching on homosexuality and also in view ofyour evident
respectfor the Catholic tradition.

Well, part of what I've found frustrating is the notion that Fve made
some public announcement that I was these two things—which is not
true. The fact of the matter was that both those things were part of my
life, as a human being, when I got this job. As a writer, I had written
about both areas of my life. As a journalist, my first material—and
I've always found this—^is trying to understand oneself and one's life
through telling these things. That's why I studied philosophy and the
ology and why I found myself drawn to writing about and wrestling
with issues of sexuality. So it was what everybody else said, it was
they that presented this matter as such.

It's very hard to know where to start in saying how you actually rec
oncile the two elements, and it is something profoundly personal and
private. There were two things I didn't want to do, however.One, I did
not want to lie about either. I did not feel that that was intellectually or
spiritually worthy. And I did not want to make an issue of this with the
church either. It was foisted upon me. I was asked the questions. As
the editor of a public magazine, I was, to some extent, obliged to
answer them.
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Being gay is not about sex as such. Fundamentally, it's about one's
core emotional identity. It's about whom one loves, ultimately, and how

that can make one whole as a human being.

It was not as ifyou wished to issue a challenge,
then?

No, not at all. And I have not, in anything that I've
written. I think I've been extremely respectful of the
authority of the church—I mean, authority as it is
understood in the church's complex notion. That's not
what I wanted to do. I've never challenged the church.
I've always attempted to understand its teachings on
sexuality within the context of the teachings of the
church on broader notions of sexuality and in general.

On the other hand, of course, I do try and live a life
that is not in complete internal conflict. But I don't
believe that any Christian or any person trying to live a
life of faith -expects a life which is not full of conflict.
One of the things I've tried to resist is the temptation to
resolve contradictions. There are some convictions

which cannot be resolved or explained away that have
to be lived with. It would be, I think, an insult both to
the intellectual coherence of a great deal of the church's
teaching and to what I hope may be the moral integrity
of my own and many other people's lives, to say that
contradiction can easily be avoided.

There was a moment once in a talk I gave at the
University of Virginia, on the politics of sexuality. At
the end of the talk, a young kid, who must have been
about 19, said, "I'm struggling with this. I'm gay, and
I'm in the church, and I don't know what to do. Can
you help me?" And I said, "No. I can't help you. I don't
have the moral authority to help anybody."
Undoubtedly, the very fact of my existence, at some
level, in the public area, has provoked and prompted an
enormous number of letters and an enormous amount of

interest from people in exactly the same position—who
want desperately to have a life that can be spiritually
and morally whole. The church as presently constituted
refuses to grapple with this desire.

I'm not being very coherent. If I were writing an arti
cle, I'd be more coherent.

Your argument, in any case, has to do with a con
tradiction that nevertheless cannot be avoided.

There is a basic contradiction. I completely concede
that, at one level. At another level—and I confronted
this, actually, with my first boyfriend, who was also
Roman Catholic. When we had a fight one day, he said:

"Do you really believe that what we are doing is wrong?
Because if you do, I can't go on with this. And yet you
don't want to challenge the church's teaching on this, or
leave the church." And of course I was forced to say I
don't believe, at some level, I really do not believe that
the love of one person for another and the commitment
of one person to another, in the emotional construct
which homosexuality dictates to us—I know in my heart
of hearts that cannot be wrong. I know that there are
many things within homosexual life that can be
wrong—just as in heterosexual life they can be wrong.
There are many things in my sexual and emotional life
that I do not believe are spiritually pure, in any way. It is
fraught with moral danger, but at its deepest level it
struck me as completely inconceivable—from my own
moral experience, from a real honest attempt to under
stand that experience—that it was wrong.

I experienced coming out in exactly the way you
would Aink. I didn't really express any homosexual emo
tions or commitments or relationships until I was in my
early 20's, partly because of the strict religious upbring
ing I had, and my commitment to my faith. It was not
something I blew off casually. I struggled enormously
with it. But as soon as I actually explored the possibility
of human contact within my emotional and sexual make
up—in otiier words, as soon as I allowed myself to love
someone—all the constructs the church had taught me
about the inherent disorder seemed just so self-evidently
wrong that I could no longer find it that problematic.
Because my own moral sense was overwhelming,
because I felt, through the experienceof loving someone
or being allowed to love someone, an enormous sense of
the presence of God—Tor the first time in my life.

Within the love?

Yes.

And within the sexual expression ofthat love?
The mixture of the two, the inextricable mixture of

the two. I mean, I felt like I was made whole.

Having made this discovery thatyou were wholefor
the first time, how then did you retain your respect
and reverencefor the church understood as a contrary
tradition?
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It's very curious, I think, because I've never felt anger
toward the church. I know I'm weird in this regard.

Many gay people dofeel anger.
Enormous anger, enormous. They've left. The depth

of the pain that's been caused people—I mean, real
pain—not only by the laity, but by the clergy too, is
extraordinary. Honestly and truly, there are few subjects
on which the church is now, by virtue of its teaching,
inflicting more pain on human beings than this sub
ject—real psychic, spiritual pain. I'm not sure why I
don't feel anger. I have always, I think, assumed that I
probably don't understand enough to experience anger,
that the church was never meant to be a perfect institu
tion, that it was grappling and finding and struggling to
find its way toward the truth of its own doctrine, the
truth of its own mission.

The official church teaching is at a loss to deal with
homosexuality, in my view, because according to this
official moral teaching homosexuality has no finality.
Any comment?

It is bizarre that something can occur naturally and
have no natural end. I think it's a unique doctrine, isn't
it? The church now concedes—^although it attempts to
avoid conceding it in the last couple of letters—^but it
has essentially conceded, and does concede in the new
Universal Catechism

Have you seen it?
I've read it in French, yes.

What does it concede?

That homosexuality is, so far as one can tell, an
involuntary condition.

An "orientation"?

Yes, and that it is involuntary. The church has con
ceded this: Some people seem to be constitutively
homosexual. And the church has also conceded compas
sion. Yet the expression of this condition, which is
involuntary and therefore sinless—because if it is invol
untary, obviously no sin attaches—^is always and every
where sinful! Well, I could rack my brains for an analo
gy in any other Catholic doctrine that would come up
with such a notion. Philosophically, it is incoherent,
fundamentally incoherent. People are bom with all sorts
of things. We are bom with original sin, but that is in
itself sinful—an involuntary condition but it is sin.

The analogy might be thought to be disability, but at
the core of what disabled human beings can be—^which
means their spiritual and emotional life—^the church not
only affirms ±e equal dignity of disabled people in that
regard but encourages us to see it and to take away the
prejudice of not believing a disabled person can lead a
full and integrated human life even though they cannot
walk or they experience some other disability.
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But the disability that we are asked to believe that we
are about is fundamental to our integrity as emotional
beings, as I understand it. Now, I have tried to under
stand what this doctrine is about because my life is at
stake in it. I believe God thinks there is a final end for

me and others that is related to our essence as images of
God and as people who are called to love ourselves and
others. I am drawn, in the natural way I think human
beings are drawn, to love and care for another person. I
agree with the church's teachings about naturd law in
that regard. I think we are called to commitment and to
fidelity, and I see that all around me in the gay world. I
see, as one was taught that one would see something in
natural law, self-evident activity leading toward this
final end, which is commitment and love: the need and
desire and hunger for that. That is the sensus fidelium,
and there is no attempt within the church right now even
to bring that sense into the teaching or into the discus
sion of the teaching.

You see it even in the documents. The documents will

say, on the one hand compassion, on the other hand
objective disorder. A document that can come up with
this phrase, "not unjust discrimination," is contorted
because the church is going in two different directions at
once with this doctrine. On the one hand, it is recogniz
ing the humanity of the individual being; on the other, it
is not letting that human being be fully human.

Would you agree that the acknowledgment of this
issue within Catholic family life will inevitablychange
the way the church expresses itself toward people who
are professedly homosexual?

I would, probably. My family is an interesting exam
ple. My mother is a very devout Catholic. My sister is a
devout and practicing Catholic. Both are now pillars of
moral and emotional support for me, and for gay people
in general. That, I think, is the authentically Catholic
response. And the family is the key to broader change. I
think that's how it will get resolved in society in gener
al, because homosexuality—when you actuaUylook at it
in people whom you need and love—is a very different
issue from when it's some abstract mode of being or
some closeted, repressed mode of being, which is equal
ly abstract. Once it is actually human—well, there are
many sides to the Catholic temperament and sensibility,
but one great strand is its ability to understand the
human experience and empathize with it. That will over
come so much, I think.

Of course, there's "Hate the sin, but love the sinner."
But as we've said, it's no longer that. It's "Accept the
condition, and reject the conditioned." That's what it is.

As the church's presentpolicy...
That's the present policy. But that will not hold,

because it is intellectually incoherent. I have searched in
vain for a traly coherentintellectual defense of the posi
tion that doesn't merelycome downto "We're sorry."



I believe God thinks there is a final endfor meand others that
is related to our essence as images of God and as people who are called

to love ourselves and others. I am drawn, in the natural way I think
human beings are drawn, to love and carefor another person.

Also, I think that the competence and the change in
gay society as a whole, in American societyas a whole,
will trickle in. I think in a small way someone like me
has an effect on people: Well, here's someone who
looks like a real human being, who is responsible, who
can do a job, who doesn't seem to be depraved or dys
functional or disordered in any more than a usual sense.
Do we really think this person merits this particularcen
sure, so much that we could not tolerate being in the
same march or organization or pew?

If you had been a consultor to New York's
Cardinal John J. O'Connor, how would you have
advised him to act with respect to gays seeking to
march in the St. Patrick's Day parade?[ED,: This
conversation took place two days after St. Patrick's
Day.]

He's in an impossible position. He really is. I think
there could have been a far clearer statement firom the
Cardinal that gay human beings are human beings and
that the church fights for the dignity of every human
being and fights for the dignity of every homosexual
human being. He could have made that statement and
distinguished it—however incoherently, but he could
have distinguished it—^from an endorsement of a partic
ular political platform that approves something the
church still believes is a sin.

Once, I remember, I was downtown late on a Sunday
afternoon, and I wanted to go to Mass, and I was wear
ing a gay T-shirt. The question was whetherI could go
to Mass wearing this T-shirt. And I did, because as a
gay person I am a human being, and the church says
that. The way that the Cardinal Archbishop of New
York behaved, I think, failed to make that important dis
tinction—which, given the existence of bigotry, was an
extremely unnerving stance.

Why wouldyou have characterized his position as
'impossible"?

Because the church's position is so incoherent. You
can't really say, "We love gay people, but you can't be
gay." You have to assume, if they're marching as gay
people, that they practice. But of course the church is
there defining gay people by a sexual act in a way it
never defines heterosexual people, and in this the church
is in weird agreement with extremist gay activists who

also want to define homosexuality in terms of its purely
sexual content. Whereas being gay is not about sex as
such. Fundamentally, it's about one's core emotional
identity. It's about whom one loves, ultimately, and how
that can make one whole as a human being.

The moral consequences, in my own life, of the
refusal to allow myself to love another human being
were disastrous. They made me permanently frustrated
and angry and bitter. It spilled over into other areas of
my life.Oncethatemotional blockage is removed, one's
whole moral equilibrium can improve, just as a single
person's moral equilibrium in a whole range of areas
can improve with marriage, in many ways, because
there is a kind of stability and security and rock upon
which to build one's moral and emotional life. To deny
this to gay people is not merely incoherent and wrong,
from the Christian point of view. It is incrediblydestruc
tive of the moral quality of their lives in general. Does
that make sense? These things are part of a continuous
moral whole. You can't ask someone to suppress what
makes them whole as a human being and then to lead
blameless lives. We are human beings, and we need love
in our lives in order to love others—^in order to be good
Christians! What the church is asking gay people to do
is not to be holy, but actually to be warped.

Technically, the church is asking gay people to live
celibately.

Right. But let's take that for a minute. Celibacy for
the priesthood, which is an interesting argumentand one
with which I have a certain sympathy, is in order to
unleash those deep emotional forces for love of God. Is
the church asking this of gay people? I mean, if the
church were saying to gay people, "You are special to
us, and your celibacy is in order for you to have this role
and that role and this final end," or if the church had a
doctrine of an alternative final end for gay people, then
it might make more sense. It would be saying God made
gay people for this, not for marriage or for children or
for procreation or for emotional pairing, but He made
gay people in order to—let's say—build beautiful cathe
drals or be witnesses to the world in some other way.
But the church has no positive doctrine on this at all.
You see, that would be a coherent position at some
level—that, for some mysterious reason, God made cer
tain people with full sexual and emotional capability
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and required them to sublimate that capability into other
areas of life.

So you don't really accept the analogy of homosex
uality to a handicap?

Not really. There are various ways in which that anal
ogy doesn't work. It's not a physical handicap, clearly.
It's not as if there's a physical impediment. It's the pos
sible analogy to a mental handicap that is more interest
ing—because that's the closest it comes to what one
might call an "objective disorder." But in a mentally
handicapped person, the acts that person commits under
the influence of that handicap are not morally culpable.
When an epileptic knocks someone out in the process of
a fit, that act is not regarded as an intrinsic moral evil, as
is understood of a homosexual act. The acts of a retard
ed person are morally blameless insofar as they are pro
duced by their handicap. But with gay people, the condi
tion is like a handicap, but its expression is an intrinsic
moral evil!

In the strongest terms one can use, the argument is
intellectually contemptible. It really is. It's an insult to
thinking people.

If that's the worst possible construction that can be
put on the church'spresent teaching, what is the best?

Well, the best is that human sexuality is procreative,
inextricably procreative, and that human beings are
somehow meant to be that way. and that any expression
of their sexuality is related to Human Life [the title of
Paul VPs 1968 encyclical]. It's part of a continuous doc
trinal argument. Undoubtedly, the impulse behind that
reasoning is not merely biological but is to protect and
promote human well-being as much as possible.

Do you see homosexual loveas procreative?
It can't be procreative.

Not in the technical sense, but in some metaphori
cal or otherwise more significant sense than the mere
ly biological?

In terms of the other thing the church understands
conjugal love to be about, insofar as it teaches one the
disciplines of love, yes, it's procreative. Marriage in its
broadest sense teaches us something, I think, about the
love of God for man that's part of it. The permanent
commitment of one person to another teaches human
beings—the church teaches—what love is. In that sense,
the love of one man for another man, or the love of one
woman for another woman, in that conjugal bond, teach
es exactly the same thing.

There is also enormous capacity, I think, for gay peo-
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