Pope Francis’ nuanced legacy on LGBTQ+ issues sparks mixed global reflections
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Pope Francis’ legacy on LGBTQ+ issues has elicited a broad spectrum of responses from political leaders, LGBTQ+ advocates, and community organisations worldwide since his passing. His pontificate, spanning 12 years, is widely regarded as having introduced some shifts in tone and approach concerning LGBTQ+ matters, yet opinions remain divided on the depth and permanence of these changes.
Leo Varadkar, the former Taoiseach of Ireland and a married gay man, highlighted the significance of Pope Francis’ stance against the criminalisation of LGBTQ+ individuals. Speaking to New Ways Ministry, Varadkar said, “I think the way he reached out to groups like ours, like LGBT people, did matter and certainly made me feel more comfortable going to church services. One thing he did, which I think was significant, was he spoke out against criminalisation of gay and lesbian people.” He noted the wider geopolitical context, drawing attention to the fact that while same-sex marriage is legal in 30 countries, there remain 70 where homosexuality is still criminalised. Varadkar stressed that the Pope’s opposition to criminalisation, especially in parts of Africa, carried considerable weight. He also reflected on the broader nature of Francis’ advocacy, including his calls for refugee protection and climate action, hoping that Francis’ successor would share a similar perspective.
African LGBTQ+ activists mirrored this appreciation for Pope Francis’ progressive leadership. Ebenezer Peegah, executive director of Rightify Ghana, recounted his personal encounter with the late Pope in August 2024, calling it “one of the most unforgettable moments” of his life. Peegah described receiving gifts from Francis as a symbol of his humility and grace. He characterised the Pope as a “beacon of progressive leadership in the Church,” acknowledging his advocacy for marginalized groups, including LGBTQI+ persons, his fight for climate justice, and his opposition to systemic inequality. “Rest in peace, Pope Francis. Your voice, your compassion, and your courage will continue to inspire generations,” Peegah stated.
Similarly, the Rev. Jide Rebirth Macaulay, an Anglo-Nigerian LGBTQ rights advocate, expressed sorrow at the Pope’s passing, honouring his willingness to “open the doors wider for LGBTIQ people in the Church” and his memorable remark: “Who am I to judge?” Macaulay viewed Francis’ papacy as providing a glimmer of hope for inclusion and compassion, hoping that his legacy of love and justice would inspire future efforts.
A Time magazine evaluation of Francis’ impact on LGBTQ+ issues described it as “complicated, but undeniable.” Richard Balm, a historian and professor of religion, surveyed various community responses across Francis’ tenure. He quoted Richard Zaldivar, founder of Wall Las Memorias Project, who hailed the 2023 Vatican document Fiducia Supplicans—which approved blessings for people in same-gender relationships—as “huge for the LGBTQ+ community.” Yet others reflected ongoing challenges. Peter Tatchell, a longtime UK LGBTQ+ activist, told GCN.ie: “For millions of LGBT+ people globally, the Catholic Church remains a force for discrimination and suffering. Under his leadership, the Vatican continued to oppose same-sex marriage and trans rights. Catholic bishops lobbied against the decriminalisation of homosexuality in many parts of the world. The Vatican still upholds the homophobic edicts of the Catechism, which denounces the sexual expression of same-sex love as a ‘grave depravity’ and ‘intrinsically disordered.’” Tatchell characterised Francis’ legacy as “mixed” — acknowledging progress while recognising that deep-rooted inequalities within Church teachings remain intact.
At a community level, responses have often expressed a similar mix of cautious recognition and continued frustration. In Dublin, the LGBTQ+ community centre Outhouse posted on Instagram that Francis’ papacy “marked a shift towards greater dialogue and openness, including steps—however limited—towards the inclusion of LGBTQ+ people.” They referenced the Pope’s phrase “Who am I to judge?” as signalling a tone of welcome sought by many in the LGBTQ+ community, while emphasising that “deep injustices remain” within Church doctrine. The centre’s Executive Director, Oisín O’Reilly, responded to critiques by explaining the need to balance acknowledgement of small signs of change with the ongoing reality of injustice. O’Reilly said: “There is nothing in any faith that should justify telling a person they are wrong for who they are. There is nothing loving in erasure and exclusion. There is no dignity in being asked to hide.” He affirmed the rights of LGBTQ+ individuals to safety, visibility, and celebration, and upheld the validity of queer people’s faith and spiritual identity.
Pope Francis’ papacy thus stands as a complex chapter in the Catholic Church’s relationship with LGBTQ+ people. Its legacy encompasses meaningful gestures toward greater inclusion and solidarity with oppressed groups, while also grappling with entrenched doctrinal positions that continue to generate controversy and pain. The global reactions—from political figures to grassroots activists—reflect the multifaceted impact of his leadership on this issue. His openness to dialogue and reframing of certain attitudes have left an imprint, even as significant theological and institutional debates remain unresolved.
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