Best Response to the Notre Dame Seminary Report on Gay Priests: What Comes Next
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Shoppers of ideas are turning to clarity and compassion as a new Notre Dame report on seminary formation stirs debate; bishops, seminary teams and parishioners in the US are watching closely because the guidance could shape how gay men are assessed for ordination and how priestly vocations are encouraged or discouraged.
Essential Takeaways
Report released: The McGrath Institute at the University of Notre Dame published a formation-and-assessment report aimed at bishops, rectors and mental health professionals.
Concerns about tone: Critics say proposals aimed at chastity and celibacy cast gay men primarily in sexual terms, creating a "cloud of suspicion."
Voices missing: Observers note gay priests and candidates were not evidently consulted, despite being best placed to speak about lived experience.
Practical impact: The report could heighten secrecy, loneliness and psychological strain among candidates who feel forced to stay closeted.
Alternative approach: Supporters argue the focus should be pastoral formation, transparency and mental-health resources rather than presumptive screening.
Why the report landed with such a thud
The most striking thing about the Notre Dame report is the way two proposals read like cautionary flags rather than invitations to listen. That framing landed badly with advocates and many priests, who say the emphasis on sexual risk reduces gay candidates to a single axis of identity. The result, critics say, is an atmosphere that nudges men to hide rather than share, which makes troubled formation more likely not less.
According to New Ways Ministry, the report’s handling of same-sex attraction risks reinforcing suspicion and secrecy. The organisation and other commentators point out that sexual compulsion is not confined to men who identify as gay; it's a broader human problem that calls for solid psychological and spiritual formation, not blanket assumptions.
Context: what the McGrath Institute says and why it matters
The McGrath Institute published the report to strengthen seminary formation and the assessment of candidates for holy orders. Its stated aim is to help bishops, rectors and formation teams make careful judgments about suitability. That’s an important task, given how pivotal formation years are for a man’s future ministry and wellbeing.
Still, the debate exposes a tension in the church: safeguarding ministries and ensuring healthy celibacy are real responsibilities, but so is avoiding policies that stigmatise whole groups. Where guidance tips from pastoral care into presumption, it risks doing lasting harm to vocations and to the mental health of candidates.
What priests and advocates are saying on the ground
People who’ve worked alongside gay priests for decades describe a different reality: many struggle less with celibacy than with being unable to be open about who they are. That enforced secrecy breeds loneliness and can lead to psychological distress, they say. When formation assumes risk based on sexual orientation, it can seal the very wounds the church hopes to heal.
New Ways Ministry and allied groups have been running retreats and pastoral programmes that show gay clergy serving faithfully and stably. Those programmes are offered as evidence that the church already has resources for formation that centre human dignity and honesty, rather than suspicion.
Practical advice for bishops, rectors and formation teams
If you’re involved in formation, the takeaways are straightforward. First, consult the people most affected: interview gay priests and candidates about their experience. Second, focus assessments on concrete behaviours and psychological indicators rather than identity labels. Third, provide robust mental health support and safe spaces where candidates can talk honestly without fear of automatic exclusion.
In practical terms, that means training teams in trauma-informed care, offering confidential counselling, and making mentorship available. Those steps reduce secrecy and help men integrate identity and vocation in healthier ways.
Where this debate might lead next
Expect the conversation to continue inside diocesan chancelleries and seminary corridors. Some will call for tightening assessments; others will press for pastoral reforms that centre accompaniment rather than suspicion. What matters is how bishops weigh safeguarding against the unintended cost of chilling vocations.
The hopeful note is that more people are talking. When church leaders genuinely engage the voices of gay priests and those who accompany them, policy can become less abstract and more human. And if that happens, more men might find the freedom to answer a call without carrying a needless burden.
It's a small shift, but one that could make every vocation healthier and more honest.
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