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Since coming into contact with the work of Harvard psychologist Robert Kegan, (The Evolving Self: Problem and Process in Human Development. Cambridge : Harvard University Press, 1982), I tend to think of novitiates and seminaries as “holding environments,” places where young men and women are “held” while they work their way to a new stage of their psychological, religious and spiritual growth. A holding environment, for example, is what a family is for a teenager working his or her way to a new identity as a member of, but distinct from the family. Novitiates and seminaries are holding environments that help young adults grow into the self-chosen identity of celibate priests and religious who can function on their own in a complex world.

More recently, I have begun to expand the purview of this notion of ‘holding environment” to include many other formation settings such as parishes, schools and universities, pastoral ministries in any set​ting, programs for training of lay ministers, etc. All of these settings have, as one of their functions, the job of helping people develop into mature human beings whose sexuality is integrated into that maturity. For example, Jesuit high schools and universities proclaim that their goal is to educate “men and women for oth​ers.” Any institutional setting whose purpose is to form mature Christians for their role in the world and the church can be seen as a holding environment.

It is clear that mature human beings must come to terms with their sexuality as part of that growth into maturity. Such maturity is the result not of a once-for​-all-time decision, but of a developmental process that takes time and needs a nurturing environment. .....


I think it fair to say that, while the tradition has much to say that helps toward sexual matu​rity, the Christian churches do not seem yet to be effec​tive in helping modern people to become sexually mature. The only way forward, it seems to me, is by honest exploration and discussion that include an exploration of people’s experience of trying to grow into such maturity.

....We who are helping to form youngsters can extrapolate to our own cultures and try to imagine what it is like for teenage boys and girls, to recognize how mysterious, frightening and, at the same time, intrigu​ing sexuality can be for them and of how difficult to communicate with them it often is. 
.....It is by now almost a cliché to say that we are living in a difficult time in our world and in our church. But we need to be aware of how difficult an age it is; otherwise, we will look for scapegoats to blame for our difficulties. Nicholas Lash, the English theologian, has opined that we are living in a more tumultuous age than any in human history, precisely because the crisis we face is global in nature. In such a climate, where everything is being questioned, where most of the peo​ple on our~ planet feel unmoored and insecure, it is dif​ficult to find our bearings. Those of us who are engaged in fostering human development share these feelings of insecurity and alienation. In such a world, how do we help young people to find their way, espe​cially in the area of sexual development? As we try to discover ways to spread the good news of Jesus Christ and to help the future generations to grow into matu​rity, we need to be aware of the complexities we face, but also not to be overwhelmed by them.

In our modem world everything, it seems, is sexu​alized, and yet, it almost is as difficult now to talk open​ly about sexual maturity as it was in the Victorian era. We often are tongue-tied when we try to talk about sex​uality with others. We have not developed a comfort​able way to speak and write about sexuality. It also is difficult to speak or write honestly and openly because of the climate in our church and our society. If one tries to discuss such issues concretely, one can be attacked, on the one hand, for wanting to return to the “bad old days” of sexual repression, or, on the other hand, for not holding to time-tested traditions. But must take the chance of being misunderstood because so much is riding on how we help people now to grow into maturity and wholeness.

For the rest of this Editor’s Page I want to reflect on the kind of nurturing environment our “formation programs” need to be in order to foster the develop​mental process toward mature humanity. (I put “formation programs” in quotation marks to indicate that my remarks refer to all those places that can count as “holding environments,” where older Christians help their younger brothers and sisters to grow into the

mature Christian adults they are called to be.)

What is that maturity? In brief, we probably can do no better than Freud’s saying about such maturity: it shows itself in the ability to love and to work. To love means to have enough sense of self-worth that one can engage intimately with others and act for their good, i.e., without using them for one’s own self-gratification or self-enhancement. To work means to be able to do a day’s labour with confidence, relative case and inner freedom, i.e., without an excessive worry about oneself and one’s competence. I would add the spiritual dimension of such maturity, namely an ability to engage in a relatively mature relationship with the Mystery we call God and to be able to foster this rela​tionship in others. The church needs places where such maturity is fostered.

Can we give some indications of the type of places we have in mind? First of all, they need to be places where sexuality is a relatively comfortable topic of dis​cussion, for example, within families, in the consulting rooms with priests and other ministers, within small groups in parishes for teenagers and young adults, and in high schools, colleges and universities. One does not grow to maturity as a sexual being in an environment in which sexuality is a taboo topic or one that can be talked about only with euphemisms and in hushed voices. If we believe that sexuality is a gift of God to the human race, then we need to be able to embrace it, not act as though it were a hot potato. So the church needs to help its ministers, lay and clerical, to become com​fortable with their own sexuality and to select and train them with this dimension in mind.

Second, growth into full sexual maturity must be a major goal of all formation programs whose purpose is to help others to become able to function effectively as Christian adults in a complex world. As a result, all such formation programs need to develop ways to help future ministers, lay and clerical, future parents and, indeed, all those growing into maturity as Christians, to become comfortable with their own sexuality and with discussions about sexuality. In these formation pro​grams clear guidelines for behaviour need to be given, precisely because these programs are holding environ​ments, one of whose functions is to uphold standards of behaviour. But these guidelines must be put in the context of a developmental process. It is expected that it will take time and mutual collaboration for people to grow into Christian sexual maturity. People in formation programs need to be held with warmth and care as they negotiate this difficult passage into sexual maturity.

Growth into such maturity will mean that people need to be honest with God and with mentors about what is happening to them as they move toward this ideal. They will have to grow comfortable talking about their sexual urges, desires and phantasies in prayer with God. To learn how to love others maturely requires God’s help; we cannot achieve it by our own willpower. But that help does not come just by asking for it in times of desperation. Many of us have begged God for help to be made chaste only to find ourselves repeatedly challenged in actual life. More helpful, I believe, is that one be able to talk with the Lord in prayer about one’s desires, hopes, phantasies, failures and successes. Such conversations enable us to devel​op a greater trust in God’s help and sustaining pres​ence as we engage in life and relationships. We discov​er that we do not walk alone as we mature, that the Spirit guides and moves us, that we walk with Jesus who knows what it is like to be a sexual being because he himself grew into his own mature identity. In the process our desires become more ordered, and we grow in the ability to love maturely.

These conversations with the Lord are to be fos​tered in formation programs for adulthood in the church. As people mature in such prayerful conversa​tions, they will be able to speak more frankly about sexuality with their mentors and their spiritual direc​tors. Any growth process is a matter of trial and error. The only way to grow is to be honest with trusted men​tors such as spiritual directors about the ups and downs of moving toward the ideal. This guideline means that spiritual directors and other mentors will have to earn the confidence placed in them. They will have to be people who are known as trustworthy, who can keep confidences, who will help individuals face the issues involved in growing into sexual maturity with gentleness, compassion and honesty. In a word, they are people who accept others, warts and all.

To grow into the ability to love someone else maturely requires taking risks, e.g., the risk of being rejected by the other, the risk of failing the other, the risk of making mistakes in knowing how to love maturely now. The only way to become mature in lov​ing is to take the risks of making mistakes, the risk of being self-centred in loving this person, for example, and of learning how to tell the difference between self-​centeredness and genuine love of another through this often devastating experience. Because all our relation​ships are coloured by our sexuality, these risks of self-centred infatuation easily lead to sexual behaviour that is immature. (Applewhite’s article gives some indications of the difference between infatuation and mature love.) Hence, any formation program must provide behavioural guidelines, but their provision must be given in a way that fosters growth to maturity, not repression of sexuality. In the church we need to devel​op ways of providing such guidelines in the various “holding environments” that are formative of future adult Christians.

At this point I want to reflect on helping those whose orientation is homosexual to grow into Christian maturity. The principles are the same. However, we must realize that many, if not most, persons of a homosexual orientation labour under more handicaps in talking about their orientation and attractions in a religious setting. If they came to self-knowledge about their orientation during adolescence, most likely they had to be careful to hide the fact from most of their peers and probably from their parents as well. It is not easy to grow up as a homosexual in a culture in which all expectations are that one is heterosexual.

Catholic teaching also may not have been helpful to teens who discover their attraction to the same sex. Where a heterosexual teen is expected to engage in dating and exploration, youngsters who are homosexual or lesbian are told that their attractions are wrong, even sinful. As a result, they may not have been able to engage openly in the exploratory behaviour that eventu​ally can lead to a mature sexual identity and Christian love of another that is not exploitative. If they have been able to come to such maturity, it has been almost in spite of church teaching.

I have had the privilege, as spiritual director and religious superior, to listen to the experiences of men and women whose sexual preference is for their own gender, and who have come to the kind of Christian maturity I have been discussing. I have admired their courage, honesty and spiritual depth as they struggled to become mature spiritual persons, outstanding ministers in the church and contributors to society. The process to sexual maturity often is rocky and tumul​tuous, like many growth processes. Truth to tell, not everyone makes it to such maturity, whether they are heterosexual or homosexual in orientation. Talking about the process, it seems, has been a great help 

the journey toward wholeness. Listening to these expe​riences also has been a lesson about God’s mysterious ways of drawing us human beings to holiness and to friendship with God. Those of us who engage in formation of any type in the church are called to help our homosexual brothers and sisters to grow to such matu​rity. We will be able to do it only if we can look on these men and women with the same compassion Christ has for them. Trying to walk in their shoes can help to rouse that compassion in our hearts.

Generally, people are more wiling to tell the truth to someone who gives the impression of liking them. Try to think of the times when you have told someone something that you were ashamed of or that you rarely told others. Has it not been when you felt that the other person liked you? I have found that I tend to like people for whom I have some empathy, some fellow feeling, even if, at first, they put me off. Trying to walk around in the shoes of a teenager, a heterosexual male or a female young adult, a homosexual or a lesbian can help us to like him or her and thus to do our part to evoke the confidence to tell us the truth about their affective life. Valerie Schultz seems to have evoked such confidence in her daughter.

In a deeply moving memoir of his journey back to Catholicism, author Fenton Johnson notes that all human beings are called to narrow the vast gap between what we say and what we do.

A life of virtue consists of integrating the life that I profess and the life I actually live. Power resides in concealment; honesty represents a yielding of power, an effort to be transparent to oneself and to others. . . The greatest act of betrayal by institutionalized religions lies in making the discipline of honesty more difficult (“don’t ask, don’t tell” prevailed in the churches long before it was adopted by the military,), rather than pro​viding support for living it out (Keeping Faith: A Skeptic’s Journey. Boston, New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2003,p. 202).
Johnson is writing as a homosexual who has found his way back to the church, but his words apply more generally, I believe. We need more places in our church that act as holding environments whose purpose is to help all young and not so young people to narrow the gap between the life they profess and the life they actu​ally lead and thus to become mature Christians.

