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For a number of years the directors of CONCILIUM have considered to do an issue on homosexuality. 

Simply because homosexuality is  something that is fiercely debated in Christian churches while most 

Western societies have adopted a more or less liberal attitude towards gay and lesbian people. Especially 

the position of the official Catholic church is known as rigidly steadfast in their damnation of same sex 

practices.

CONCILIUM  is  an  international  journal  by  Catholic  theologians,  dedicated  to  keeping  alive  the 

momentum of the Vatican II council. Some of the founders of CONCILIUM were Edward Schillebeeckx, 

Karl  Rahner and Yves Congar.  It  was  their  common belief  that  Christian faith is  not  only about  the 

salvation of the soul after death but about justice and solidarity among all human beings. When we pray in 

the Lord’s prayer „Thy kingdom come“, we ask that God’s reign of justice becomes a reality in our life 

today. We do not ask God to take us away from this bad world. After all, this world started out as God’s 

creation, and God has put us here to live as brothers and sisters. 

This is what we believe, and certainly this shapes our way of looking at the world. Our questions are 

mainly about justice and what we can do to realize justice in this world – as people who want to follow the 

path of  Jesus Christ  in this  world.  Therefore CONCILIUM has always  been a forum for theologians 

working in the fields of liberation theology, political theology, and feminist theology.

So it was clear for us that in thinking about homosexuality we did not want to do this with a pastoral 

attitude: We did not want to look at homosexual people as deplorable beings with specific problems who 

need our help. We did not want to do a “minority report”.

Instead, our questions were questions about justice: We wanted to know why gays and lesbians are 

regarded as morally insufficient by the official teaching of the church, why gays and lesbians were often 

persecuted and even killed, burned to death at the stakes. Why so much hatred? Why so much fear? What 

should be so bad about people engaging in same sex relationships? It certainly has nothing to do with 

ethical values. Ethics are about respecting each other and not using violence against each other. This is 

true  for  all  human  relations  regardless  of  their  sex.  Rational  ethics  do  not  tell  us  anything  about 

homosexuality. And this leads us to the most important question, probably: Why do we make a difference 

between the so-called heterosexual people and the so-called homosexual people?

You see: We did not want to produce more texts asking whether gays and lesbians should be tolerated 

or not. We have had plenty of such texts in the past, and they did not lead anywhere. And we have had 

plenty of studies by biblical scholars, which told us that biblical texts say absolutely nothing at all about 
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„homosexuality“. But these insights did nod lead anywhere. Church officials remained unimpressed. 

Therefore we wanted to start anew with different questions. Why do we make a difference between the 

so-called heterosexual  people  and the  so-called homosexual  people?  When did this  begin? Why is  it 

important for some people to make such distinctions? Is it necessary for our self-image to have a group of 

people we can regard as „different“? Is it necessary to look down upon people as different, immoral, and 

unnormal – just to be able to see ourselves as moral and normal? 

CONCILIUM is an international network of scholars. Members of our editorial board live in all parts 

of the world, in Europe, in North and South America, in Africa, Asia, and in Australia and Oceania. So we 

are constantly confronted with very different views of the world. We have many arguments and disputes 

because of that. It happens very rarely that all the members of CONCILIUM are in complete agreement on 

a specific problem. Normally we disagree. Normally we have lots of discussions. Normally each of us 

thinks that he or she is right and the others are wrong. And normally this is not quite true. 

And this is what we do when we start to examine some subject-matter: We try to get articles from as 

many parts of the world as possible. Because we have learned, that it is never sufficient to present only 

one  view  of  a  matter.  Hence  the  name  CONCILIUM:  a  council  is  an  assembly  for  consultation, 

CONCILIUM means discussion: non-violently and respectfully. And yes, this also entails a vision for a 

way of dealing with each other in the church.

So we asked numerous authors in the whole world to write about same sex relations in their part of the 

world and in connection with the teachings of the church. We had a brief discussion whether only lesbians 

and gays should be asked to write for that issue of CONCILIUM. But soon we agreed that we wanted both 

gay/lesbian and straight people to write about same sex relations. What we call „homosexuality“ is not a 

problem for lesbians and gays only, it affects the lives of all people. 

In addition to that, it was clear that we wanted non-discriminatory, respectful texts. Other than that we 

did not set any conditions. What we received, represents a whole range of opinions, some more liberal, 

some more  radical,  there was even one attempt  to be respectful  within the orthodox Roman-Catholic 

framework. Clearly, we, the editors of that issue, did not get everything we had hoped to get (for example 

we would have liked to see an article about homophobia in Africa, but we did not find a person who 

wanted to write about that). And we are not in complete agreement with all articles. But we are convinced 

that each article is worth to think about it and to discuss it. Our hope is that this collection of articles may 

give new impulses to a discussion that went round in unfruitful circles for many years.

I am not going to talk about the ideas of each individual article. If you are interested in views from 

Latin America, South Africa or Oceania, you should get yourself a copy of CONCILIUM, of course. What 

I would like to talk about, is what we, the editors, have learned while preparing this issue. I will mention 

three points:
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1. “Homosexuality” is not a phenomenon that has always existed. It is fairly young.

Of course, same sex desire has been known in all cultures and all times. But the way, how people lived 

this desire, differs from time to time and from culture to culture. And what we call “homosexuality” is a 

relatively recent phenomenon – and a western phenomenon. 

Sexuality in general appears in different cultural constructions. In some African Islamic countries for 

example it is considered to be normal, that a man can marry several wives. In Tibet there are regions 

where a woman can have several husbands, usually she marries two or three brothers. And in Western 

Europe people believe, it is normal to marry only one partner, usually a partner of the opposite sex. 

However, same sex relationships are possible in the West nowadays, and the idea is, that two people of 

approximately the same age can live together as a couple with the same rights and responsibilities. Other 

cultures, as in some Latin American countries, imagine that same sex relationships need one partner to be 

more male and the other partner to be more female. And in earlier centuries it was believed that same sex 

relations  are  only normal  between a  grown-up sexually active  man wearing a  beard and a  beardless 

passive adolescent.

In Oceania, on many of the Pacific islands, we encounter not only two, but three genders. For example 

on the island of Samoa, the people think, that there are men, women and fa’afafine. 

Fa’afafine have a penis, but they are not considered male. Some fa’afafine dress in women’s clothes, 

but other  fa’afafine prefer men’s clothes.  Fa’afafine are respected when they do all kinds of work that 

needs to be done in the house, like cooking, sewing, cleaning etc., but they can also work outside, growing 

crop or cutting down trees. Some fa’afafine live together with a male partner, some live together with a 

woman, and a few fa’afafine believe they only can be happy with another fa’afafine.

Obviously, these gender concepts of Samoa have nothing to do with homosexuality. One must say, that 

the sex relations in Samoa are simply different. The three genders used to be part of the Samoan culture, 

and for a long time  fa’afafine were as respected as the other genders. A change came, when Protestant 

missionaries entered the island in the 19th century. With their Western concepts in mind they believed, that 

fa’afafine are homosexuals. And they started telling the people, that it is sinful to be a fa’afafine. Over the 

decades, the respect for the third gender diminished. There are still fa’afafine in Samoa, but many of them 

leave the island to find a place, where they can live their lives according to their own feelings and wishes.

I  could go on and on to tell you stories about sexuality constructions in other cultures – and you will 

find more examples in CONCILIUM – just to show you that same sex relations do not necessarily take the 

form of “homosexuality”.  What we in the Western industrialized countries believe to be the “natural” 

form  of  same  sex  pleasure  is  only  one  possibility  among  many.  So  we  might  ask:  What  is 

“homosexuality” anyway? My answer is my second point:

2. “Homosexuality” is an invention of the 19th century.
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It  was  Karl-Maria  Benkert,  an  Austro-Hungarian  writer,  who 

coined the term “homosexuality”  in the year of 1869. Benkert’s idea was to get rid of the older term 

“Sodomy” and its moral-theological implications. He really wanted to do something helpful for lovers of 

the same sex. But how do you get rid of theological condemnations that have grown over many centuries? 

The solution in the 19th century seemed close at hand: Medicine and biology were emerging sciences, 

and it was quite fashionable to find a biological basis for all the characteristic features of human beings. 

So the reason for the alterity of women, Jews or Blacks was found in their allegedly different biological 

condition. And because the otherness of women, Jews and Blacks was believed to be rooted in their genes 

or hormones, there was nothing one could do about it. Their otherness had to be accepted. And: there was 

no basis for equality! Emancipation would not make sense, because biology could never be  overcome. 

You see:  This  way of  thinking has  had political  implications  right  from the start.  In  this  way of 

thinking we discover the birth of racism. And it was this way of thinking in which Karl-Maria Benkert 

saw the solution of the same sex problem. Like many of his contemporaries he was convinced that same 

sex pleasure had its basis in the biological condition. If it was the biology, when men loved men, and 

when women loved women, then it could not be a sin! Wasn’t sin a wilful act? A willing transgression of 

God’s commandments? Then it could not be a sin, when in some cases biology forced some men to desire 

men! Same sex desire was not a sin, but a psycho-physical abnormity.

With that in mind, Benkert only needed to find a term that sounded modern and scientific to convey the 

idea  of  an  innate  disposition.  He  found  it  in  the  Greco-Latin  neologism  “homosexuality”. 

“Homosexuality”  did no longer  entail  a  moral  condemnation.  But  it  contained the  notion of  psycho-

physical alterity.  Benkert – and many others! – were convinced, that this new term could be a major 

achievement  for  the  emancipation  of  men-loving  men  and  women-loving  women.  They  were  now 

homosexuals, it was a disposition. One could not do anything against it – it was just there. Sodomites were 

sinners, but homosexuals were innocent. They just conformed to their genes or hormones or whatever. 

One could also say: Homosexuals are innocent because they are victims of their biology.

Swarms of psychiatrists were also excited about this new invention. The discovery of homosexuality 

brought them a whole new group of clients that could be treated with hormones, electroshocks, hypnosis 

and so on and so on. From stating the psycho-physical alterity of homosexuals to defining them as ill, it 

was  only  a  small  step.  It  was  not  until  1974  that  the  American  Psychiatric  Association  removed 

“homosexuality” from their official list of psychiatric disorders. The World Health Organization deleted 

“homosexuality” from its International Classification of Deseases only in 1992.

So Benkerts  new term has had a  great  career:  Up until  today everybody uses  this  term,  even the 

Vatican. And when we use the word “homosexuals” today, we mean people who are somehow different – 

genetically,  hormonally or psychologically.  Racist thinkers say,  “they are different, and that’s why we 

need to fight them”. Liberal thinkers say, “they are different, and that’s why we need to tolerate them”. 
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And people who call themselves “homosexual” also believe, that they themselves are different, somehow 

of a different nature, perhaps a different species. They believe, that they somehow must accept, what is 

within them, even if they do not like it. 

I wonder how many teenage suicides are owed to this concept of “homosexuality”.

So “homosexuality” started out as an emancipatory idea, but more and more it showed its repressive 

backside. It conveyed the notion, that same sex desire is not a personal preference or a power of love, but 

a disposition, a destiny and a burden, that must be accepted. Erwin Haeberle, a German-American sexual 

scientist, once said, we need to admit, that the great ideas of our ancestors in truth were not great, but 

delusions  of  a  racist  century.  The construction of  homosexuality was meant  to  bring freedom,  but  it 

fostered the idea, that homosexuals are a different sort of people. 

This brings me to my last  point:  the neglected insights of  the sexual  sciences.  We, the editors of 

CONCILIUM,  gained  the  impression,  that  the  discussion  between  the  churches  and  the  gay/lesbian 

emancipation groups does not reflect the stage of affairs of sexual science. Both sides, the Vatican as well 

as the gay and lesbian emancipation groups cling to the 19th century concepts of otherness.

3. The sexual sciences tell a different story.

Much needs to be said here, but I will be as brief as possible. I 

will only mention two names: Sigmund Freud and Alfred Kinsey. 

Psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud also used the term homosexuality, but he was strictly opposed to 19th 

century advocats of homosexuality as a disposition. His clinical research indeed led him to the following 

insight:

“Psychoanalytical  research  is  quite  decisively  opposed  to  any 

attempt to separate homosexuals from other people as a group with an altogether different disposition. On 

studying  forms  of  sexual  arousal  other than those that  are manifestly advertised,  it  discovers that  all 

humans are capable of choosing persons of the same sex as objects of desire and have also done so in the 

unconscious.” (Concilium, Italian edition: p. 24)

What Freud tells us here after years of research is something, that was known in Europe before the era 

of Benkert: All human beings are capable of having sexual feelings for either sex. And they do have these 

feelings, be it conscious or unconscious. There is no such thing as a special disposition. Homosexuals are 

not a specific group, that could be separated from the others like a species of their own. 

It seems like Freud was as unsettled by these insights as were many of his contemporaries. And so he 

ascribed these same sex desires,  which he had found in all  individuals,  to a specific phase of human 

development. Freud never happened upon the proof, that same-sex desire was “normal” in a certain stage 

of human development and sick in a later stage.

When the American sexologist Alfred Kinsey started to do his survey on the actual sexual behaviour of 
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the Americans, he came across the fact, that only the behaviour of 5% was unequivocally and exclusively 

heterosexual.  And  there  was  another  5% which  was  unequivocally  and  exclusively  homosexual.  No 

unequivocal allocation was possible for the remaining 90 percent. This means that 95% have had same sex 

experiences. Kinsey concluded that separate categories like “homosexual” and “heterosexual” cannot be 

found in reality. Most people know both kinds of behaviour. “Only the human mind invents categories and 

tries to force facts into pigeonholes. The living world is a continuum in each and every one of its aspects.” 

(Concilium, Italian edition, p. 23)

I see two consequences in accordance with these insights: 

1. Everybody knows same-sex feelings and desires. And everybody knows feelings and desires for the 

opposite sex. We may not always be aware of this, since we are used to construct our sexual identities 

alongside a strict homosexual/heterosexual divide. But sexual science gives us no evidence that people 

with same sex desires belong to a separate species. There may be people with a stronger tendency towards 

the same sex, and people with a stronger tendency towards the opposite sex. Just as there are people who 

prefer red wine and others who prefer white wine. There is no reason to create species of white wine 

drinkers and red wine drinkers. Homosexuals are not a minority. There are not an aberration. They are part 

of the continuum of humanity.

This  is  also  a  problem for  the  statistics:  Many of  the  so-called  “homosexuals”  have  had  sexual 

encounters with the opposite sex. Some of them even continue to have sex with men and women. Are they 

really homosexuals? And what about the people who are married and only have sex with their wife or 

their husband, but all of their sexual fantasies are about having pleasure with somebody of the same sex. 

Are they really “heterosexuals” then? This is the reason why we discussed giving this CONCILIUM issue 

the title: sexualities. Because in the real world, there has always been a mixup of many different activities. 

But  then we would lose  our  focus  on the  question,  why especially the  same sex relations  are  being 

discriminated against. And so we called this issue “Homosexualities” (“Le omosessualità”) – indicating by 

the plural, that there is much more than one same-sex-phenomenon in the world.

And exactly because there are so many different mixes of sexual desires among us human beings, we 

also find so many different ways of constructing our sex lives in different times and cultures. King David 

in the Bible was not a homosexual when he was together with Jonathan. And he was not a heterosexual, 

when he was together  with Batseba.  He did not  know these rectricting terms  and he did not  live  in 

accordance with these terms. He was part of the human continuum.

2. Everybody has same sex desires, but we live in a culture that still condemns such feelings. What 

does this mean for people, who have learned to see themselves as heterosexuals? This means, that they are 

in  fear  each  time,  when  same  sex  feelings  come  up  from within  themselves.  Here  are  the  roots  of 

homophobia. Homophobia is the fear of discovering same sex desires within oneself. And in a culture that 
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condemns these feelings, one needs a group of  “others”, which can be called queers, faggots, sodomites, 

sinners and so on. As long as there is a minority that can be bashed for being different,  you can tell 

yourself: “I am normal.”

Here  you  also  find  the  roots  for  the  discriminatory  activities  of  the  Catholic  church.  Everybody 

experiences same sex feelings, and this is especially true in the church’s seminaries or in monasteries. And 

in these special settings, these feelings provoke fear. The fear not to be normal. The fear to be a sinner. In 

order to prove to their communities, that they are “normal”, many priests and monks start to discriminate 

against groups of “others”, blaming “them” to be faggots, queers, and sinners.

Jesus himself had a different approach. He and his disciples never claimed to be normal. They claimed 

to be outsiders and underdogs: prostitutes, toll keepers, wine drinkers and the like. Today we would say: 

They were not normal, they were “queer”. And this is the starting point for queer theology. The Gospel is 

the good news about God’s love for all kinds of “queer” people.

To conclude,  I  would like  to  share  one theological  thought:  I  think it  is  important  to  know,  that 

heterosexuality and homosexuality are human-made categories. They are no divine categories. God did 

not create heterosexuals and homosexuals. God created us equal, and God created us as sexual beings. 

And sexuality is a desire to be near to someone, to touch someone, to love someone. God wanted us to 

love each other. 

It is sad that we live in a culture where we cannot realize all our feelings for all people. Parts of our 

feelings  have  been  benumbed  by our  culture,  so  that  we  cannot  appreciate  the  whole  gift  of  God’s 

creation. Theology – the way I see it – has the duty to tell us, that sexual desire is not a disposition, is not a 

burden, that needs to be accepted. Sexual desire is a wonderful human ability to reach out to our fellow 

human beings. It is an ability that gives us strength to work for justice and solidarity on this planet. And 

this planet really needs it.


