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By William Mann, DMin, FSC 

This dissertation explores how the Roman Catholic Church might “better recognize and cherish 
the gifts” that “LGB educators bring to Catholic education.” A synodal ecclesiological model of 
Church is proposed in the hope of (a) inspiring Catholic school leaders to establish avenues of 
dialogue with dissenting LGB employees, (b) encouraging the magisterium to act justly with 
LGB educators, and (c) guiding the Church through a process of communal reflection on the 
doctrine of homosexuality. The author is forthright in beginning his dissertation by sharing, “For 
many years, I struggled reconciling my identity as a gay man with my vocation to serve the 
Church as an educator in a Catholic school” (iii); and he expresses the hope “that this dissertation 
offers useful theological and moral tools for bishops and school leaders to welcome the gifts gay, 
lesbian, and bisexual educators offer Catholic education and the broader Church” (iv). The 
dissertation unfolds in six chapters. 

The first chapter of the dissertation explores the recent dismissal of lesbian, gay, and bisexual 
educators from Catholic schools in the USA (21-65). Four case studies are presented (25-40), and 
an exploration of the bishops’ rationale for dismissals and the concept of “ministerial exception” 
ensues. His thesis is that “the dismissal of LGB employees from Catholic high schools on the 
basis of their dissent with magisterial teachings on homosexuality constitutes unjust 
discrimination on theological and ethical grounds and should be avoided.” A two-fold 
methodology is employed based on (a) the teachings of Vatican Council II and contemporary 
theological development (i.e., synodal perspective) ecclesiology and (b) ethical theories of 
human rights, especially Catholic doctrine on human rights framed in terms of what could be 
articulated as “the magisterium’s right to religious freedom” vis-à-vis the LGB educators “right 
to employment” (6-7). 

Within a rather extensive presentation and analysis of “the purpose and mission of Catholic 
education,” the author, in the dissertation’s second chapter (66-149), explores “the gifts LGB 
employees offer to Catholic schools by virtue of their identity as LGB” and attempts to craft a 
rubric that might help guide Catholic leaders “evaluate whether educators are qualified as role 
models that can contribute to the mission of Catholic schools” (110-113, 147). He contends the 
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“magisterial teaching on education yields a three-fold purpose for Catholic schools: (a) the 
transmission of doctrine, (b) the fostering of community, and (c) the preparation of students for a 
life of service” (68); and he looks at documents on Catholic education (70-73) and at the role of 
Catholic school educator (74), arguing that the problems the bishops seem to be having are not 
about content in religion classes but that LGB educators are not proper role models of doctrine 
both in school and outside the school (75). He contends that “simply overstating a single 
conception of Catholic thought to a diverse group of students in the hope of inculcating them 
doesn’t seem promising” (82) and asserts the urgency for youngsters who’ve “faced oppression 
and struggled toward liberation” to have educators who have lived the same struggle and model 
how to combat it and yet thrive (108, 116). 

Synthesizing Catholic theology on various constitutive elements of a synodal Church (including 
“teaching on conscience, baptism, the people of God, pneumatology, revelation, and, most 
importantly, the sensus fidelium and the development of doctrine”), the whole of the third chapter 
of the dissertation explores the promise of synodality as “a theological and ecclesiological 
framework for Catholic institutions to include and cherish the gifts of LGB educators” (150-
266). Within the context of an exploration of the concepts of “sense of the faithful” (174-75) and 
“freedom of conscience” (175-76), the author asserts that “for synodality to work, all members of 
the collegial synodal dialogue must feel a sense of freedom in discernment and action that can 
then be translated to genuine dialogue with the Church community and the magisterium” (177); 
and, in quoting theologian Massimo Faggioli, he observes that “synodality for Francis is not just 
a form of Church government, but a way of being Church” (204). The author furthermore 
contends that the “methodological inclusion of marginalized voices is a matter of authenticity” 
(220) and that it’s important for a synodal method to use “sociological data as well as other fields
to better understand the experiences of the marginalized” (219).

The whole of the dissertation’s fourth chapter (267-315) explores an understanding and 
application of the Catholic doctrine on homosexuality through the lens of “probabilism,” which 
is presented as “a methodological tool, for adjudicating various reasonable moral positions, that 
permits the conscience to act with freedom when there is moral doubt” (276-278). Noting the 
“presence of pluralistic views on matters of homosexuality within the Church,” the author 
resumes his earlier argument “that Catholic doctrine on homosexuality is in doubt based on the 
lack of reception of it by the lay faithful and the credible theological and magisterial 
contestations of the doctrine” (12) and asserts that use of “the tool of probabilism to evaluate the 
credibility of differing positions within the Church” not to eradicate doubt but to “validate the 
free conscientious choices of the faithful as they navigate matters of doubt in Catholic moral 
theology” (11-12). Instead of viewing “this pluralism as a threat to Catholic unity,” he maintains 
“that it is an opportunity for synodal dialogue” (312). 

The author, in the fifth chapter of the dissertation, (a) evaluates the use of human rights language 
to terminate LGB ministerial employees from Catholic schools (316-370), (b) argues that “the 
unilateral exercise of religious liberty rights to discriminate against LGB employees may be 
incongruent with the true Catholic faith” (370), and (c) questions the use of a recognized 
corporate right “of civil immunity to violate the inalienable human right to employment” (13, 
317, 368-370). 
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And in the dissertation’s sixth and final chapter, the author recommends synodal dialogue with 
LGB educators in Catholic schools (371-404) and offers some ways that Catholic leaders might 
both retain LGB ministers while at the same time attempting to “(a) transmit catholic doctrine, 
(b) avoid scandalizing students, and (c) preserve a distinctly Catholic culture” (14, 370-378, 379-
387, 388-393). Within a frame of understanding “the ultimate goal of magisterial doctrine” to be
“God’s grace and lives of flourishing” (375), seventeen recommendations are made ranging from
ensuring “understanding of and commitment to comprehensive magisterial doctrine” (376-377)
to considering “the proportionality of scandals” (383-384) to affirming “the indispensable gifts
LGB people offer to Catholic education, theology, and society” (398).

The author concludes (a) by expressing his hope that the dissertation might provide tools and 
language that touches the hearts of more magisterial leaders, “so they come to appreciate the 
beauty of LGB people in the Church–especially in Catholic schools” (403) and (b) by urging 
LGB educators in Catholic schools to embrace the gift they are to the school and its students, 
especially those who “need models who will affirm their place in the Church as beloved children 
of God, made in the Imago Dei” (403). 
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