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___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Providing effective pastoral care to gays  
 
Here I want to focus first on possible impediments to being able to provide effective pastoral 
care to a person, and because homosexuality is the “hot potato”, and raises a special set of 
issues, I will focus on that topic in my remarks. When I mention impediments to providing 
effective pastoral care, I am focusing on the impediments brought to the situation by the 
pastoral carer, whether a minister or a lay person.  
 
I believe that there are at least six major possible impediments, and some of these ideas come 
from David Switzer’s (1999) Pastoral care for gays, lesbians and their families.  
 

1. Unhealthy family background  
 
This is a difficult issue because not too many of us come from perfectly healthy 
backgrounds, and people who come from quite unhealthy family backgrounds can be 
good counsellors or carers. The problems come when the unresolved emotional 
reactions of the carer are hooked by the story that the person being cared for tells. 
And I’m not just talking about dealing with people who are gay, but about people 
reporting sexual abuse as a child, an abusive parent, an alcoholic parent or a 
neglectful or neurotic parent. Each of these situations can trigger emotions in the carer 
that are not appropriate to the context of caring for the person they are dealing with.  
 

2. Homophobia  
 

This word is not one of my favourites because of the way it is generally used. (I 
couldn’t find the word in my older Macquarie Dictionary, but it was defined in the 
Compact OED as “having an extreme and irrational aversion to homosexuality and 
homosexuals”). Unfortunately, attitudes do not need to be extreme or irrational to be 
labeled homophobic in today’s climate. Nevertheless someone who has an extreme 
negative attitude towards homosexuals would have a problem in seeking to be caring 
and compassionate towards a homosexual. Prejudice and anger are likely to be 
involved. 

 
 

3. Heterosexual bias or heterosexism  
 
David Switzer talks about the automatic response that heterosexuals are likely to have 
when faced with homosexuals and the homosexual lifestyle, and the difficulty we may 
have in understanding that people can make other choices and be involved in different 
lifestyles from our own. After all, the whole society, at least up till now, is organized 
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on the basis of heterosexuality, and as Christians we believe that that was God’s plan. 
The aggressive homosexual lobby that exists presently reacts strongly to these biases 
and objects to them, which is one of the reasons I suspect that they want gay marriage 
– to have a ‘piece of the main action’.  

 
4. Stereotypes of gays  

 
All heterosexuals are likely to have stereotypes of gays, both positive and negative. 
The problem with stereotypes is that we are likely to apply them to everyone we meet 
who fall into a particular category, such as an ethnic group, a religious group or even 
an age group such as adolescent or elderly, whether they apply to that particular 
person or not.  
 

5. Lack of compassion or empathy  
 
People who lack compassion or empathy are unlikely to be effective pastoral carers 
for anyone. We have to be willing to walk in others’ shoes, to seek to understand 
where they are coming from and show them the love of God, preferably not in a 
patronising way. Some of my favourite Bible passages are Jesus’ spirited 
conversations with women – the woman at the well and the Syrophoenician woman 
with her talk about dogs getting the crumbs under the table. Both of these women 
responded positively. Jesus showed them compassion but also moved them forward.  

 
6. Assuming that all people in a particular category respond in the same way or 

have the same experiences.  
 
There is a belief in the community that people who are going through a particular 
experience all respond in the same way and can be dealt with in the same way. This 
belief is at the heart of assuming that alcoholics can best be cared for by other 
alcoholics, or that recently bereaved people are best cared for by other bereaved 
people. The problem is that those people are likely to assume that the other person’s 
experience will be the same as theirs was. “I know how you feel” is not a caring 
statement and is unlikely to be correct. The carer cannot know how someone else 
feels, no matter how similar their experiences. They are different people with 
different backgrounds, different goals in life and different personalities. We need 
to explore with them how they are feeling in their particular situation and not make 
assumptions.  

 
Dealing with a young person who believes he or she might be gay.  
 
At this point I want to move my focus to the issue of dealing with a young person who is 
having unwanted sexual thoughts and is concerned about the possibility that he or she might 
be gay.  
 
An important factor to keep in mind is that agreeing to talk with a minister or pastoral carer 
and telling that person about this issue will have been a huge struggle. They would have been 
fearful about whether to reveal their concerns or not, and have been unsure about whom to 
tell. If they have been prepared to tell you and you have listened to their concern and 
accepted them as God would, then you will be in a very privileged position in that person’s 
life.  
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It is important to remember that they do not need to be preached at. If you do preach at them 
or fail to listen to their concerns, you may well have lost both the young person and their 
family, and alienated them from the church for life. They also don’t need to be told that they 
are imagining it, or that they are sick, perverted or demon possessed. It is important that both 
the young person and the family hear that you, as God’s representative, have a compassionate 
understanding of the feelings and struggles that are going on in the life of that family. There 
are likely to be so many issues and agenda.  
 
To the extent that it seems appropriate to proclaim the Word, it needs to be balanced. It is 
important to make the point that sexual temptation is not sin. We can all be subject to sexual 
temptation but it’s what we do about that temptation that is important. Also, a number of sins, 
including sexual sins, such as adultery and sexual immorality, which can take many forms, as 
well as having sex with men, are mentioned in 1 Corinthians 6: 9-10. 
 
It may also be important to acknowledge, when appropriate, the fact that the prohibitions in 
Scripture are against homosexual behavior, not necessarily same-sex feelings or inclination. 
A homosexual can be faithful to God by refusing to engage in the behaviours. Given the 
ethos of our age, however, denying oneself is not a popular stance. On the other hand, 
marrying a person of the opposite sex may not be the answer for the homosexual, either. I 
have heard some disturbing stories about those who tried this alternative, including from the 
wife of a Lutheran minister in the US who decided he was gay after several years of marriage 
and left.  
 
We also need to remember, as Mark D. Thompson writing for the Sydney Diocesan Doctrine 
Commission quotes Vaughn Roberts as saying that homosexuality is not just a hypothetical 
issue but it involves people who are loved and created and many of them are Christians, a 
fact that we need to take very seriously. Al Mohler has said that:  

 
“The Church has often failed people with same-sex attraction and failed them 
horribly.”  
 

He goes on to say that,  
 

“We must not fail them now by forfeiting the only message that leads to salvation, 
holiness and faithfulness”.  

 
I would counsel against going that far in an early interview. As I have noted before, we have 
to win the right for people to listen to us by first listening to them.  
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