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This paper seeks to address the current debate in the Anglican Church around the morality of homosexual acts and same-sex relationships. The Church is confronted with the enormous task of facing the significant changes in the attitude of science and society towards sexuality that have taken place throughout the later part of the 20th century and now into the 21st century. As a consequence, much blood is being spilt within the Anglican Communion (and within other Christian traditions) about the acceptability of same-sex relationships. In this paper I plan to look at two ethical methods, the first being natural law ethics, and the second being, virtue ethics (an area of ethical study currently going experiencing a resurgence), and I will apply these ethical methods to the issue of homosexual acts and same-sex relationships.    
For the majority of us, the fundamental question posed by an ethical or moral dilemma is, “How should I act?” or “What should I do?” Others might also ask the question, “What kind of person ought I become?” One way to answer these questions is to look at the theory of natural law. The stoics were great natural law theorists. They argued that humans were rational beings who had the capacity to adjust their moral behaviour and attitudes to conform to the natural order of things. They believed that we ought to be happy living by the natural laws that govern our lives, and be accepting of our lot. In the Christian tradition, natural law ethics was initially developed by Thomas Aquinas, working with Aristotelian ideas. Aquinas believed that through the use of our human reason, we could discover the ends toward which we naturally tend. These would include such things as how we are to live, reproduce, acquire knowledge, have a role in an ordered society and how we worship God. Through the use of our human reason, Aquinas also believed we could discover the general end for which God created us. Once we have discovered these ends, he believed that it would then be possible to discover the means required to achieve them. We could then discover God’s plan for us, a plan which was believed to be built into our very nature by God.
In more recent history, Aquinas’ natural law theory has been developed by Roman Catholic moralists. They take the view that the human person as a whole has a function, and that the various human organs and capacities have their specific functions which are designed to sub-serve the good functioning of the whole person.  By examining the “proper” function of each human organ or capacity, Christians are able to determine the substance of their moral duties. When applied to the area of sexual ethics, the strengths and weaknesses of this ethical theory become apparent. A traditional Roman Catholic Natural Law theorist would argue that the function of human reproductive system is solely for the procreation of children. They would therefore argue that it would be immoral to act in any way which would hinder this natural function. Or to put it another way, the natural function of sexual organs is reproductive, so to use them for any other function, like the expression of homosexual love, would be, without question, immoral. Therefore, the Roman Catholic Church holds, as do many other Christian traditions (including the official position of the Anglican Communion), that sexual intercourse between persons of the same sex is “unnatural”, or contrary to nature, and wrong for that reason alone.
When applying this theory to homosexual acts, we run into our first problem: “What is deemed natural?” It can be argued that it is difficult, and almost impossible to classify, that any type of behaviour that actually occurs from time to time in the natural world, is in fact unnatural. The appeal to nature to determine the right or wrong of any human act is thwart with difficulties. As Gareth Moore points out:

‘Nature’ is something that we construct. We do not just observe, we classify some things as natural and others as unnatural, for various purposes. What we find natural and unnatural depends very largely on what our society teaches us to find natural or unnatural, and that will reflect other values of dominant social groups.
 

Homosexual activity does occur, and has occurred, it would seem, since time in memorial, in all human societies, in most parts of the world. Further to this, human beings are actually able physically to take part in such acts, and do so, because they desire to do so and get some form of satisfaction out of it. However, while for some the argument might stop there, such a simplistic approach would not suit everybody.

We might ask is there any way of determining the natural function of an organ in our bodies. The eye, for example, has a natural function to see, or the nose to smell. But some organs can and do serve several functions. Can any organ of the body be tied down to just one or two functions? Is there not room here to talk about the diverse use of human organs? To maintain that a particular bodily organ serves only one purpose or must serve a certain specified purpose seems narrow at best. If other parts of the body are capable of serving multiple purposes, why is it that sexual parts may not? 
Natural law theorist will also say that whatever is compatible or consistent with the ‘laws of nature’ is that which is deemed natural. This approach involves the study of other primates and animals. From this point of view, any act of a sexual nature would be deemed ‘natural’ for human beings if it’s in accordance with humanities animal heritage. Previously it was argued that animals do not engage in any form of homosexual activity, but now that is refuted by modern biological studies.

In research on the sexual behaviour of species other than the human, homosexual activity appears frequently in infrahuman primates, such as apes, monkeys, and baboons…. Studies [also] indicate that homosexual behaviour appears in lower mammals…. sheep, cattle, horses, pigs, and rabbits…. Examples of homosexuality have been found even among the nonmammalian species.

And what is more:

Phylogenetic data indicate[s] that same-sex behaviour becomes both more common and more complex as one ascends the evolutionary scale.

Therefore, such research, now widely accepted in the scientific world, shows that innate homosexual behaviour is not exclusively practised by human beings and can be said to be consonant with their mammalian background. 

Also, from a modern biological point of view, any species of animal cannot be defined by any fixed or unchanged nature, as Aristotle would have us believe.  Instead, a biologist would now argue that through a species’ inherited genetic properties and DNA, a considerable range of diversity can be witnessed which changes from one generation to another. Differences among members of a species is seen to be as natural as their similarities.

Scientifically regarded, an individual organism’s departure, by random mutation, from the usual patterns of its ancestors is not unnatural or a “monstrosity’, but is an ordinary part of the normal and natural processes of development and renewal of life.
      
Applied to our topic of the right and wrong of homosexual relationships and the sexual expression of such relationships, homosexual orientation can be seen as one of many diverse phenomena which exists within the human race and an ordinary part of its ongoing change and development.  
Modern psychology can also shed some light on what is deemed ‘natural’ and ‘unnatural’.  

From a psychological perspective, an action is considered natural if it originates from an instinct, impulse or drive.  An involuntary want or need coming from within an organism is natural to that organism.  If such an instinctive urge is not impeded, an individual will seek to satisfy the inclination.

Many homosexual men and women, when questioned, will say that they feel the expression of their sexuality in same-sex activity to be natural and life-fulfilling, and that it expresses who are they are as human beings at its deepest level. They would argue that they have a distinctive tendency to fulfil same-sex desires. The sex drive itself feels instinctive and normal for them.
The idea that homosexual acts in themselves are morally wrong by appealing to a Natural Law theory, I believe has many flaws.  Firstly, it is almost impossible to derive ‘specific’ moral rules from ‘generalizations’ about human nature.  Such generalizations do not legitimately allow for naturally occurring variations within a species.  Secondly, is human nature uniformly and unchangingly the same throughout the human race?  Some would argue that sin has radically changed what God had created us to be, but others would rightly say that human nature is a product of evolution and is in the process of change constantly.    
We now turn in our discussion to the area of virtue ethics. As an ethical code, there has been much renewed interest in it arising from a dissatisfaction with the way we do ethics in this day and age. As an approach to ethics, it emphasises the virtues, or moral character, in contrast to the approach which emphasises rules or duties (deontology), or that that which emphasises the consequences of actions (consequentialism).  Virtue ethics finds its roots in an ancient Greek philosophy and utilises three concepts derived from it. These are arete (excellence or virtue), phronesis (practical or moral wisdom), and eudaimonia (happiness or flourishing).  

The dominant methods in ethical philosophy, like consequentialism and deontology, focus on actions. These methods provide guiding principles for actions that inform a person how to behave when faced with any moral dilemma. Virtue ethics, on the other hand, focuses on what makes a good person, rather than what makes a good action.  As James F. Keenan has put it:

Virtue ethicists are different. We are not primarily interested in particular actions.  We do not ask ‘Is this action right?’ ‘What are the circumstances around an action?’ or ‘What are the consequences of an action?’ We are simply interested in persons. We believe that the real discussion of ethics is not the question ‘What should I do? but ‘Who should I become?’ In fact, virtue ethicists expand that question into three key, related ones: ‘Who am I?’  Who ought I to become?’ ‘How am I to get there?’
Taking eudaimonia or happiness as the ultimate goal of any human life, it is the purpose behind everything we do as a person and is desired for its own sake. The good life involves developing a good character and cultivating moral virtues. A list of virtues would include such traits as honesty, integrity, courage, truthfulness, friendliness, common sense, intuition, wisdom, judgement, understanding and justice.  This is by no means an exhaustive list but a virtue ethicist would argue that the acquisition of such virtues would bring about the living of a proper human life. 

At the heart of virtue ethics is the idea of community. A person’s character traits are not developed in isolation but by the communities to which he or she belongs. They become deeply affected by the values their communities prize. Seen in this light, the moral life does not simply boil down into following a set of rules, but involves the acquisition of virtues which help us to determine the kind of people we should be.
When this ethical approach is applied to the area of homosexual acts and same-sex relationships, some new approaches to this issue become apparent.

Homosexuals men and women have since time in memorial endured the judgement of others and allowed their own self-perception to be coloured and shaped by the majority heterosexual community. However, in recent years, “sexual desires have become for many people a large constituent of their identity, determining what kind of person they are, how they think of themselves, how they label themselves, and how they see their place in the world.”
 As a consequence, homosexuals, and in particular Christian homosexuals, are increasingly emerging out of an imposed negativity regarding their sexuality, and coming to see their sexual orientation as a “gift”, something to be acknowledged and celebrated. Of course, the idea that one’s gay sexual orientation might be a gift from God is not doubt shocking to some Christians.  Indeed, the concept that human sexuality full stop is a gift from God may make some Christians feel uneasy. I believe homosexual men and women can be thankful for their sexual orientation precisely through the acquisition of such virtues as honesty, integrity, truthfulness, understanding, justice and common sense. Virtue ethics could provide a way forward for the Church to explore the issue of same-sex relationships without getting caught up in old natural law arguments.

Those who object to virtue ethics would say that, as an ethical method, it fails to focus on what sort of actions are morally permitted and which ones are not, rather than on what sort of qualities someone ought to foster in order to become a good person. This means that it is often said by protagonists to be useless as a base for acceptable moral conduct. I believe, however, that such a narrow view fails to see the counterbalance virtue ethics can offer against other ethical theories, including natural law ethics. 
� Gareth Moore OP, ‘The Body in Context: Sex and Catholicism,’ (Continuum: London, 2001), p.72.


� Robert Nugent & Jeannine Gramick, ‘Buidling Bridges: Gay and Lesbian Reality and the Catholic Church,’ (Twenty-third Publications: Connecticut, 1992), p.41.


� Ibid., p.42.


� Robert Merrihew Adams, ‘Human nature, Christian vocation and the sexes,’ in Nicolas Coulton, ed., ‘The Bible, The Church and Homosexuality,’ (DLT: London, 2005), p.101, 102.


� Robert Nugent & Jeannine Gramick, ‘Buidling Bridges: Gay and Lesbian Reality and the Catholic Church,’ (Twenty-third Publications: Connecticut, 1992), p.39.


� Gareth Moore OP, ‘The Body in Context: Sex and Catholicism,’ (Continuum: London, 2001), p.195.





 PAGE 
1

