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Personal Preface

I was born in 1950 and raised in the Irish Catholic culture of Lowell, Mas-
sachusetts. Catholics were known and located in the cultural landscape as 
much by their parish affiliation as by their street address. I was baptized 
and made my First Communion at St. Patrick’s where many years later Fr. 
Dominic Spagnolia would successfully stare down sexual abuse allegations 
only to resign over a homosexual affair.1 For most of my childhood and 
adolescence, though, I was a Sacred Heart girl, a parish recently closed by 
Boston Archbishop Sean Cardinal O’Malley.
 A public school kid through eighth grade, I attended high school at 
the Academy of Notre Dame in Tyngsborough, Massachusetts, run by the 
Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur. There, I was challenged intellectually, 
supported emotionally, and enveloped spiritually by the nuns. After high 
school, I followed the S.N.D. sisters to Emmanuel College in Boston for 
two years where Rev. William Murphy, cited by the attorney general of 
Massachusetts as complicit in the cover-up of sexual abuse in Boston and 
now bishop of Rockville Centre, New York, taught my freshman theology 
course.2 As a junior, I transferred to St. Mary’s at Notre Dame, run by the 
Sisters of the Holy Cross and sister school to the then still all-male Uni-
versity of Notre Dame. While I was a student, there were rumors about 
Fr. James Burtchaell, Notre Dame’s provost, who supposedly had “wild” 
parties in the penthouse of the library. In 1991, Burtchaell resigned from 
Notre Dame amid allegations of sexual misconduct with students.3

 Like many St. Mary’s women, I married my Notre Dame honey two 
weeks after graduation. Children of the ’60s, we had a sometimes relation-
ship with Catholicism as we went to graduate school, moved to New York 
City, and started business careers. Then, in 1983 we separated and eventu-
ally divorced. I went back to school for a doctorate in clinical psychology 
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and a certificate in psychoanalysis, and began working with survivors of 
childhood sexual abuse. In 1994, Jody Messler Davies and I coauthored 
a book on treating adult survivors of childhood sexual abuse. We were 
among the first psychoanalysts to refocus the field on the importance of 
early sexual trauma in the lives of substantial numbers of our patients.
 Until 2002, I rarely thought about religion. After I remarried, I knew 
that I could not come to the table at a Catholic Church unless my first 
marriage and my current husband’s first marriage were annulled. It seemed 
shabby even to think about annulling what was to me a very meaningful 
marriage, despite its ultimate dissolution. Although a number of priests 
over the years urged me to use my conscience in terms of receiving the 
Eucharist, I always ended up feeling guilty and ashamed or defiant in an 
adolescent sort of way if I partook of the sacrament. Neither is a graced 
state in which to take Communion.
 In April 2002, Therese Ragen, Ph.D., a colleague who had grown 
up in a Chicago Irish Catholic family and also attended St. Mary’s for a 
time, suggested we write an op-ed piece about the Catholic sexual abuse 
crisis for the New York Times. We did, it was not published, and I figured 
that was it. She had a friend at the United States Conference of Catholic 
Bishops (USCCB), however, and in May, I was invited to address over 
three hundred bishops at their semiannual meeting in Dallas. The meet-
ing that year was dedicated to discussion of the sexual abuse crisis and the 
topic of my talk was the long-term effects of sexual abuse. After I spoke, 
some bishops thanked me personally for helping them grasp more deeply 
the impact of abuse on survivors. Others, like Edward Cardinal Egan of 
New York—my home bishop—seemed to choose not to speak or make 
eye contact even when I was just a few feet away. Back home, I felt an itch 
about the scandal. I began reading and then I began writing. This book 
started to take shape.
 Many reporters and other commentators on the scandal have told me 
how painful it has been for them to be immersed in this material. It has 
been for me as well. As a clinician working for almost a quarter century 
with men and women who were raped or sodomized, sometimes even 
tortured, by family members, neighbors, teachers, or the fathers of friends, 
I thought that I had heard it all and was almost too hardened to what is 
done to minors by people they love and trust. But priest abuse was differ-
ent. To someone raised a Catholic, priests essentially are God-on-earth, 
so their crimes were even more upsetting to me than the “usual” sexual 
abuse stories. Like others, I also found it particularly disturbing to come 
to terms with the reality of bishops presiding over depravity and not being 
motivated to move heaven and earth to stop it.
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 In the next chapter, I advise that one must dance with evil in order 
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 As I wrestled with the facts of the abuse crisis and its meaning, in-
cluding its potential meaning for me and my relationship with Catholi-
cism, however, a curious and lovely thing happened. I stumbled across 
St. John’s-in-the-Wilderness, an Episcopal church nestled at the foot of 
New York’s Harriman State Park, and I decided to spend a Sunday there. 
When Fr. William Dearman, the rector, announced after the offertory 
that anyone who was baptized was welcome to receive the Eucharist, I 
teared up and realized how much I had missed the rituals and sacraments 
of Christianity. Now living in Charlotte, North Carolina, my family and I 
attend St. Martin’s Episcopal Church, where we have found a welcoming 
and challenging spiritual home. The Anglican Church is imperfect and has 
its own contemporary internal struggles. I do not idealize it as a flawless 
religion. For me, however, it is a good fit.
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Chapter  1

From the Bayou to Boston

A Developing Pattern

Bayou Beginnings

Most writers agree that the Catholic Church’s contemporary sexual abuse 
crisis began in Henry, Louisiana, in 1983 when molestation allegations 
were made against Fr. Gilbert Gauthe.1 The Gauthe case, set in the deeply 
Catholic bayou country of Louisiana, was the first nationally publicized 
narrative of sexual abuse by a Roman Catholic priest. In addition to being 
first, it contained within it all the factors that became routinely associated 
with the Church scandal as it unfolded over the next twenty years.
 Gilbert Gauthe was the charming pastor of Henry’s St. John parish.2 
Gauthe’s parishioners appreciated his availability, his empathy with the 
economic and social concerns of his rural flock, and his involvement with 
the parish youth. Fr. Gauthe spent much of his free time with the kids in 
his care, especially the boys, and even took them on regular Friday night 
sleepovers at a parishioner’s island camp house. One night, however, nine-
year-old Craig Sagrera told his parents that Gilbert Gauthe had been mo-
lesting him.3 Stunned, the boy’s father approached his fifteen- and twenty-
nine-year-old sons with Craig’s story only to learn that the priest also had 
sexually abused them. Further, they gave Wayne Sagrera the names of 
other boys sexually victimized by the pastor.
 Mr. Sagrera contacted Paul Hebert, a local attorney, to figure out 
what to do next. Hebert in turn placed a call to the diocesan chancery in 
Lafayette, Louisiana, and spoke with Monsignor Henri Alexandre Lar-
roque. Hebert and Sagrera were astonished when Larroque told them that 
Henry was Gauthe’s sixth assignment after the bishop learned in 1973 that 
Gauthe had molested children. After Gauthe sexually victimized children 
in his first parish assignment in Broussard, Louisiana, he was told by his 
bishop to sin no more and was moved to a new parish. New complaints 
were made against him there so he was moved to two different assign-
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ments in Abbeville, Louisiana, where he was reported to be sexually active 
with minor boys. The diocese responded by appointing him chaplain to 
the Boy Scouts. Finally, he was made pastor of the Henry parish. No one 
there had been apprised of their priest’s previous crimes.
 Under pressure from Sagrera and Hebert, Bishop Frey eventually 
instructed Monsignor Larroque to remove Gauthe from the parish in 
Henry. Various representatives of the Church then began to exhort Paul 
Hebert and the Sagrera family not to make a fuss about Gauthe’s sexual 
exploitation of boys. One priest in a neighboring parish, Monsignor Rich-
ard Mouton, told Wayne Sagrera that if anyone were injured from the 
Gauthe case, it would be Sagrera’s fault for making the facts public. When 
Paul Hebert suggested to the monsignor that civil lawsuits might be filed 
against Gauthe and the Church, Mouton reminded him that he was a 
good Catholic high school boy and a good Catholic boy would never sue 
his Church.
 Paul Hebert did file nine lawsuits on behalf of victims in six families, 
but he also attempted to work with the chancery to avoid publicity. In 
June 1984, the insurance carriers for the Lafayette diocese paid $4.2 mil-
lion to settle the nine civil suits. Settlement documents were filed in court 
under seal by agreement of both parties, but a court clerk alerted a local 
reporter and the press began investigating the case. In the meantime, other 
Gauthe victims launched civil suits. Four families settled out of court with 
the diocese and their insurance carriers but one family, the Gastal’s, did 
not want to be bound to secrecy and instead sued the Church in court. A 
jury eventually awarded the Gastal’s $1.2 million, a sum reduced by settle-
ment to $1 million.
 In addition to civil litigation brought against Gilbert Gauthe and the 
Lafayette diocese, the local district attorney brought criminal charges, 
including rape and possession of child pornography. In October 1985, 
Gauthe was sentenced to twenty years in prison. He was released from 
prison after ten years but reoffended by molesting a three-year-old boy in 
Texas and was returned to prison. Released again, his whereabouts as of 
2002 were unknown.4

 As civil and criminal proceedings developed in the Gauthe case, press 
coverage picked up and eventually included both the secular and Catholic 
print and TV media. Press interest also spread from the bayou, where 
sexually abusive priests other than Gauthe were being identified, to the 
national scene, and one reporter, Jason Berry, wrote the first book on the 
Church scandal in 1992.5

 Most of the players in the Gauthe case moved slowly at first, wanting 
to believe that Fr. Gauthe’s sexual violation of minors and the diocese’s 
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apparent complicity in tolerating repeated sexual offenses by a priest were 
aberrations. Reporters and lawyers involved in the case were Catholics 
who expected their Church willingly to make right a terrible but unusual 
situation.
 While those Catholics involved in the Gauthe case were frightened 
and conflicted about challenging the Church they loved, they began to 
shatter previously sacred relationships protecting the Church from scan-
dals associated with sexually abusive priests. Laypeople, who at one time 
would have done what they were told by priests and bishops, stood up to 
the clergy and demanded accountability for the crimes of a priest and the 
complicity of his ecclesiastical superiors. Newspaper publishers and edi-
tors, once deferential to the Church, stayed on the story and made it na-
tional news. Police, prosecutors, plaintiffs’ attorneys, and judges who years 
before might have colluded with secrecy went forward with the Gauthe 
case. Mental health professionals who once would have known little about 
the impact of sexual trauma on children and adolescents testified about 
the damage inflicted on Gauthe’s young victims.
 Over the next two decades, sexual abuse of minors by a priest and the 
concomitant cover-up of his crimes by his diocese or religious order were 
exposed as a repetitive pattern lived out within the Catholic Church for 
decades across the United States.
 Typically, a priest arrived in a parish or other Church setting some-
time between 1950 and the early 1990s. Often energetic and charismatic, 
he focused his ministry on youth activities. Gradually, he developed close 
relationships with the young people entrusted to his care, frequently—but 
not always—boys between the ages of ten and fourteen. Sometimes the 
children or adolescents were from difficult homes and needed attention 
from an adult who had concern for them. Others hailed from stable and 
loving homes. All had been taught from birth to honor and trust with 
their souls priests who were viewed as Christ’s representatives on earth. 
Kids and parents all were thrilled when Father played sports with the 
youngsters, took them to the movies or holiday carnivals, came to the 
house for dinner, organized weekend car washes, chaperoned dances, 
helped with homework, chose a son as an altar boy, or took children on 
weekend trips to the shore or to an exciting city.
 Successfully insinuating himself into the hearts of the families and 
minors in his care, Father at some point introduced sex into his relation-
ships with young people. Sometimes, it was “just” fondling as when Fr. 
Edmond Lemire of New Hampshire allegedly befriended a parish boy 
through a shared interest in magic and stamp collecting, and then groped 
him under his bathing suit on a swim outing in 1963.6 Sometimes, fon-
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dling or kissing progressed to oral sex. Fr. James F. Hopkins, for example, 
allegedly forced Jonathan Norton to perform oral sex from ages eight to 
ten when Norton was an altar boy at St. Peter’s parish in Merchantville, 
New Jersey.7 In still other instances, a priest’s sexually abusive behavior 
was entwined with bizarre distortions of tenets of Catholic faith that were 
deeply disturbing to the victims. Fr. Robert V. Meffan of Massachusetts, 
for example, allegedly engaged teenaged girls who were preparing to be 
nuns in sexual unions with him by describing himself as the second com-
ing of Christ who could help them experience what it would be like to 
have sex with their future spiritual bridegroom.8 Similarly, victims of Fr. 
Larry Brett of Stamford, Connecticut, report that he told them that per-
forming oral sex on him was a special way of receiving Holy Communion 
from a priest.9

 Sometime during the career of an abusive priest, a fellow priest, a 
parishioner, a victim’s parent, or a victim complained about Father to the 
pastor, diocesan representative, bishop, or religious superior either when 
the abuse was occurring or later. When an accusation was made, there 
were a couple of likely outcomes. Years ago, the complainant may have 
been scolded for daring to “bring scandal to the Church,” an overused 
term connoting an offense that historically too many clerics considered 
more grievous than anything Father may have done.10 In this case, the 
chastened individual was sent home, and, as rumors of the accusations 
surfaced in the gossip mill of the parish or institution, he or she might end 
up shunned by both priests and fellow faithful.11

 While priests and parishioners were rebuffed by clerical officials when 
they reported sexually abusing priests, back at the rectory, chancery, or 
provincial house, Father was confronted about his behavior and, not al-
ways but in a remarkable number of cases, acknowledged the accuracy of 
the allegations. Having confessed, he promised not to sin again and was 
sent back to ministry, often in a new setting. As the decades passed, it 
became increasingly likely that Father would be sent off for psychological 
evaluation and/or treatment. After that, he sometimes was returned to 
ministry with access to children; sometimes he was placed in a ministry 
ostensibly removed from young people; sometimes he was laicized; some-
times he resigned. When priests were reassigned, the receiving clergy and 
community typically were not informed about the priest’s background and 
therefore there was no particular supervision of his activities.
 By the mid-1980s and into the 1990s, another scenario often played  
out when a priest was accused of past or present abuse. Here, the com-
plainant was taken seriously. She or he was assured that Father would  
be removed from any ministry involved with children. The Church offered 
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to pay for the victim’s counseling. As accusers became more aggressive in 
their demands for redress, sometimes engaging attorneys to help them, 
secret settlement agreements were reached in which money was given to 
plaintiffs.
 This was more or less the characteristic pattern of sexual abuse and 
the response to it enacted by the Catholic Church for decades. From the 
Gauthe case onward, however, the Church’s handling of the sexual victim-
ization of children and adolescents by its priests became more publicized 
until it grew into the scandal that spread out from Boston in the first years 
of the new century.

Boston and Beyond

Since the mid-1990s, more than 130 people have come forward with 
horrific tales about how former priest John J. Geoghan allegedly 
fondled or raped them during a three-decade spree through a half-
dozen Greater Boston parishes. Almost always his victims were 
grammar school boys. One was just four years old. . . . There is no 
dispute that Geoghan abused children at Blessed Sacrament in Saugus 
after his 1962 ordination. . . . Cardinal Bernard F. Law knew about 
Geoghan’s problems in 1984. . . . [I]n 1998, the church “defrocked” 
Geoghan. . . . Why did it take a succession of three cardinals and 
many bishops 34 years to place children out of Geoghan’s reach? 
. . . Donna Morrissey, a spokeswoman for Law, said the cardinal 
and other church officials would not respond to questions about 
Geoghan. Morrissey said the church had no interest in knowing what 
the Globe’s questions would be.

—Boston Globe, 6 January 200212

By publishing a detailed account of John Geoghan’s serial abuse of chil-
dren, the Archdiocese of Boston’s repeated transfer of Geoghan even after 
many chancery officials knew about his crimes, and the ongoing efforts 
of the Boston hierarchy to cover up the extent of Geoghan’s crimes and 
their complicity in them, the Boston Globe swung wide open a door first 
cracked in the Gauthe case twenty years earlier. After that Globe article, 
survivors, reporters, lawyers, and laypeople focused more closely than ever 
on the repetitive pattern of crime and cover-up detectable in Catholic 
priest sexual abuse cases across the country. As judges ordered previously 
secret documents to be released from chancery vaults, the public was both 
morbidly fascinated and dismayed by what emerged.
 By 2004, we knew that more than forty-three hundred priests were al-
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leged to have abused almost eleven thousand young people between 1950 
and 2002.13 That number of victims, recorded in a study of abuse con-
ducted for the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) 
by the John Jay College of Criminal Justice, reflects only those victims 
who came forward to report abuse to Church authorities. Studies indicate 
that at up to one third of female victims and a greater percentage of male 
victims never disclose their violations to anyone.14 Even more never report 
sexual abuse to authorities, including Church officials, disclosing instead 
only to friends or to a therapist. Not all dioceses or religious provinces 
kept accurate records of alleged abuse, nor did all bishops or provincial 
superiors participate in the John Jay Study. It is therefore reasonable to 
estimate that over fifty thousand young people were abused by priests over 
the fifty years encompassed by the study.
 Much more than by the sexual abuse itself, heinous though that often 
was, Americans were shocked that Catholic cardinals, archbishops, and 
bishops had failed repeatedly to respond well to abusing priests, victims, 
other priests, and laypeople. Catholics felt betrayed and non-Catholics 
were surprised by the hypocrisy perceived between the moral rectitude 
portrayed by many in the Church’s hierarchy and the apparent immorality 
practiced by certain prelates nationwide.
 In 2002, few would have predicted that the story of sexually abu-
sive priests would “have legs.” Yet, over four years later, the press still is 
churning out articles about priest abuse and cover-ups in dioceses across 
the United States, and the Catholic Church has paid out over $1 billion 
in sexual abuse lawsuits.15 At the same time, victims/survivors, accused 
priests, other priests, Catholic laypeople, and observers continue strug-
gling to understand how the Church managed itself into a crisis of this 
magnitude. Many Americans continue to ask a more general version of 
the question posed by the Globe in January 2002. They wonder: “How 
could the officials of the Catholic Church allow young people to be sexu-
ally violated by priests and do so little about it for so long?” This book 
suggests some answers to that question.

The Catholic Crisis in Context

Sexual abuse of young people has been a larger social problem than many 
Americans are comfortable knowing. Fathers, uncles, grandfathers, broth-
ers, teachers, scout leaders, bus drivers, camp counselors, and even moth-
ers sexually violate children and adolescents in numbers that surprise many 
people. In fact, we now know that almost one third of all girls and up to 
one fourth of all boys experience some form of sexual abuse before they 
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reach eighteen years old.16 Some researchers state that up to 10 percent 
of children in public schools will be sexually mistreated by teachers be-
fore they graduate.17 For example, sexual abuse of students is the primary 
reason public school teachers in West Virginia lost their licenses between 
2000 and 2005.18

 Until the 1980s, sexual abuse was kept as secret in the wider society as 
it was within the Catholic Church. Institutions like schools or camps of-
ten protected abusers, allowing them to resign after a complaint was made 
and even providing positive recommendations for their next job. Families 
rarely turned an abusing relative over to authorities, and too often vic-
tims who disclosed abuse by a family member were blamed, ignored, or 
reabused.
 Sexual abuse of minors also occurs in other Christian denomina-
tions and non-Christian religions. The Anglican Church in Australia has 
been scandalized by clergy sexual abuse and by the allegedly uncaring 
responses of bishops there.19 Sexual violation of minors has been reported 
in Protestant denominations20 and among Jewish rabbis,21 Islamic clerics,22 
 Buddhist monks,23 and Hare Krishna officials.24

 If sexual abuse happens in every religion and in every sector of secular 
society, why are we so captivated by the Catholic sexual abuse scandal? 
I think a partial answer lies in the hypocrisy it bespeaks. The Catholic 
Church tells us that it knows the truth and lives the truth of moral princi-
ples deriving directly from Jesus Christ. The Church is particularly certain 
and stringent about what is morally correct in the area of human sexual-
ity. At the same time that popes and other officials spoke with conviction 
about how human beings should lead their moral lives, however, they were 
and still are presiding over a moral scandal of the worst kind—the sexual 
abuse of children and young people by priests and the ecclesiastical cover-
up of those crimes. The juxtaposition of manifest moral rectitude offset 
by evidence of underlying moral corruption captures the human imagina-
tion. We watch and wait to see if, in the end, the good guys will win or if 
the bad guys will get away with it.
 The activities of the American Catholic Church include much more 
than the sexual mistreatment of the young, though, which complicates 
the good-versus-bad scenario. Over 90 percent of Catholic priests never 
have violated a minor in that way. To the contrary, many Catholic priests 
provide excellent role models and effective mentoring for children, adoles-
cents, and college students all over the world. In 2005, Catholic elemen-
tary and secondary schools educated almost 2.6 million young people.25 
Close to 30 percent of these students were minorities and over 13 percent 
were non-Catholic, many of whom were from disadvantaged families. In 
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2003, Catholic colleges and universities enrolled over 700,000 students, 
about a third of whom were non-Catholic.26 Catholic hospitals treated 
almost 84 million patients in 200227. In 2003, Catholic Charities agencies 
throughout America served over 6.6 million individuals without regard to 
religious, social, or economic backgrounds.28 Almost one quarter of the 
population of the United States—over 63 million people—are Catholics 
who are served in more than 19,000 parishes by over 40,000 priests, most 
of whom never would harm a young person in their care.29

 When one considers how vital and effective the Catholic Church is 
for many people in spiritual, educational, economic, medical, and social 
need, the tragedy of the sexual abuse crisis becomes clearer.

“Experiencing” the Crisis

Sexual abuse challenges our faith in the basic goodness of human beings. 
It is disturbing to think about little girls and boys having penises shoved 
into mouths too small to accommodate them without gagging. It is dis-
orientating to stand in the reality of ten- or eleven-year-old girls and boys 
finding tongues swabbing the inside of their mouths, hands rubbing their 
penises or clitorises, or penises forced into their vaginas or rectums. It is 
sickening to imagine adolescent boys and girls plied with alcohol, pot, or 
porno films then groped, raped, or sodomized. It is even more distressing 
to visualize any of this occurring on altars, in confessionals, or on rectory 
beds with crucifixes hanging over them. We want to turn away from men-
tal images of priests violating young people in this way. We do not want 
to believe that cardinals and bishops who knew what priests were doing 
could have transferred these men again and again, putting them in contact 
with more potential victims and then dismissing victims who managed 
to work up the courage to come forward. It is too much—too sad, too 
frightening, too close to what we think is evil.
 Psychoanalyst Leonard Shengold entitled his book on the conse-
quences of childhood sexual abuse, Soul Murder. Similarly, William Car-
dinal Keeler, archbishop of Baltimore, equated the sexual abuse of minors 
by priests with murder.30 Cardinal Keeler, in fact, in a statement to his 
diocese in September 2002, said, “Child sexual abuse, regardless of any 
other factor, is evil.”31 Columbia University humanities professor Andrew 
Delbanco, in his book on evil, refers to Milton’s devil. “He [Satan] in-
vades his prey, as Milton tells it, by a rape . . . ‘in at his Mouth the Devil 
Enter’d.’ ”32 Milton’s description is uncanny in its evocation of sexual 
abuse. Uncanniness is scary, but Delbanco comforts us. He tells us that 
this “nighttime burrowing into human bodies” represents Satan’s power, 
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but it is borrowed power and limited.33 Christianity, he says, reassures us 
that, ultimately, the devil will be defeated, “driven out of his playground 
world” by God and goodness.34 But, what happens when you are young, 
still visit playgrounds, and the devil is a priest?
 Psychoanalyst Sue Grand further chills us when she addresses the role 
of silent bystanders in the perpetration of evil: “Secrecy, concealment, 
denial, ambiguity, confusion: these are Satan’s fellow travelers, requiring 
elaborate interpersonal and intrapsychic collusion between perpetrators 
and bystanders. The operations of silence potentiate evil and remove all 
impediments from its path.”35 Keeping evil secret begets more evil. Silence 
about evil; minimization of evil (it was only a few priests; the bishops 
made mistakes but it’s time to move on); obfuscation of evil (no one really 
knew how bad sexual abuse was for a child; I, the bishop, refuse to turn 
over the records that would make clear what sexual abuse took place in 
my diocese); and projection of evil (the doctors gave the guy a clean bill 
of health; the whole crisis is overblown by the anti-Catholic media; our 
critics are dissenters from the faith pushing their own agendas) allow evil 
to reproduce itself.
 It is important to use our heads to devise intellectual conceptualiza-
tions about the Catholic sexual abuse scandal. But, first, before we apply 
our minds to the problem, we owe it to the victims to enter the discus-
sion with our bodies, our souls, and our emotions. We need to take up a 
tango, a danse macabre, with evil for just a few moments. To really “get it,” 
we have to let go for just a little while and try to experience viscerally the 
sights, sounds, smells, tastes, touches, and feelings of being betrayed by a 
priest and then betrayed again by his bishop or provincial superior. The 
victims are due at least that much.

Starting at the Top

Sexual abuse in the Church assumed a regular pattern in dioceses across 
the country and in countries throughout the world. When a phenomenon 
is replicated so seamlessly by very different people in multiple locations, it 
suggests that something systemic is at work. We must therefore consider 
the possibility that something is inherently wrong with the umbrella under 
which all these people are gathered. In the case of the Catholic Church, 
it seems important to identify teachings and traditions that may have 
contributed to the crisis. Further, since sexual abuse is first and foremost 
a crime of power, it is also helpful to examine power relationships within 
the institutional Church that are potentially implicated in its scandal.
 Chapters 3 through 7 take on this task. Sexual abuse and its cover-up 



10 Perversion of Power

occurred at the intersection of power, sex, and suffering. These chapters 
therefore unpack Catholic teachings about bodies, gender, desire, sex, 
mandatory celibacy, and sexual orientation. It is my contention that Cath-
olic theological renderings of these aspects of human experience are often 
stultifying to human psychological and spiritual growth and even can be 
unethical. Dualistic views of the body; misogynistic views of women; the 
inability of priests to fulfill stereotypical masculine gender norms; the op-
pression of lust; the straitjacketing of condoned sex into marital sex, open 
to biological procreation, between a man and a woman in a sacramen-
tally blessed marriage; the imposition of celibacy on all priests; and the 
Church’s relationship with homosexuals all contributed in some way to 
the sexual abuse of minors and, even more, to its cover-up.
 In this section of the book and in others, I suggest possible psycholog-
ical, even unconscious, motivations for the behaviors of priests, laypeople, 
victims, and Church officials. My intent is to offer these interpretations 
as tentative possibilities to be considered and, perhaps, to be operational-
ized and empirically tested by others. Here, I assume a certain amount of 
knowledge and authority based on training, experience, and professional 
recognition of my expertise in assessing human behavior in general and 
the dynamics of sexual abuse in particular. Because I do not know per-
sonally the people about whom I comment, however, my suggestions are 
intended to be just that and should not be mistaken for intended procla-
mations of truth.

The Cover-Up Is the Scandal

Roman Catholic cardinals and bishops, the group of churchmen most 
responsible for the scandal, continue to resist acknowledging how much of 
it was their fault, and they remain unwilling to be held accountable for it. 
Just before the bishops’ 2002 spring meeting in Dallas, the Dallas Morning 
News reported that about two thirds of the bishops then leading American 
dioceses had allowed priests accused of sexual abuse to continue work-
ing in ministry.36 Yet, when the bishops passed new norms for diocesan 
management of sexual abuse at that meeting in the form of the Charter 
for the Protection of Children and Young People, they avoided calling for 
any censure of bishops who violated the norms. Although the norms call 
for ecclesiastical participation in diocesan audits of compliance with the 
norms, Fabian Bruskewitz, bishop of Lincoln, Nebraska, refuses to follow 
some provisions of the charter and he declined to participate in the John 
Jay Study on the prevalence of sexual abuse in the Church.37 In 2004, he 
and other bishops, including Edward Cardinal Egan of New York and 



 From the Bayou to Boston 11

Howard Mansell of Hartford, Connecticut, expressed dismay that the 
National Review Board, appointed to work independently of the bishops, 
was working independently, and these bishops argued against conducting 
further audits of diocesan compliance with sexual abuse norms. They sug-
gested they could audit themselves. In 2005 the president of the United 
States Conference of Catholic Bishops, Bishop William Skylstad, expressed 
his disappointment that a few abusive priests had tarnished the image of 
the Church and its good priests.38 Given the long-standing collaboration 
of many bishops with abuse, juxtaposed with the seeming desire of some 
bishops to divest themselves of lay monitoring and immersion in the crisis, 
it is little wonder that many commentators and laypeople feel the bishops 
still do not “get it” when it comes to the sexual abuse scandal.
 In addition to refusing to accept responsibility for the sexual abuse 
crisis, many bishops were publicly willing to embrace and claim brother-
hood with those who had most disregarded the welfare of children. Dur-
ing a coffee hour at the Dallas meeting of the USCCB, I saw one bishop 
walk over to Bernard Cardinal Law, already infamous for his misman-
agement of sexual abuse in Boston, grasp his hand, and tell Law how 
proud he was of all that the cardinal was doing in Boston. A year later, 
at the June 2003 USCCB meeting, after Law had resigned in disgrace as 
archbishop of Boston, he was welcomed by his fellow bishops, not one 
of whom publicly suggested that his presence there was an offense. Quite 
the contrary, Daniel Reilly, former bishop of Worcester, Massachusetts, 
Theodore McCarrick, then cardinal archbishop of Washington, D.C, and 
Rev. C. J. McCloskey III of the Catholic Information Center in D.C. all 
welcomed Law’s presence at the conference and suggested that he still had 
much to offer the Church.39 Apparently the Vatican agreed. In May 2004, 
Pope John Paul II appointed Law archpriest of St. Mary Major basilica in 
Rome, and he still serves on several Vatican congregations.40

 The bishops continue to act in deference to one another rather than 
holding themselves and each other to account. It is frustrating for ob-
servers who know that the dynamics underlying the scandal cannot be 
changed unless the hierarchy acknowledges the primacy of their roles in 
the crisis. As the National Catholic Reporter put it, “Any other institution 
in this society . . . would rightly show these men the door. Enron was a 
catastrophe, but Ken Lay is now unemployed; Howell Raines no longer 
edits The New York Times. It’s called accountability.”41

 In Chapters 8 and 9, I examine the bishop’s lack of pastoral sensitivity 
during the sexual abuse crisis and the influence of clerical narcissism on 
the dynamics and behaviors of the episcopacy. These failures of leadership 
were egregious, yet it is also true that many bishops presiding over the sex-
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ual abuse of youngsters brought great good into the world through other 
aspects of their work. There are two demographic factors that may shed 
light on their particular inability to respond pastorally or effectively to 
sexual abuse. Explanations are not exculpations—ultimately, each bishop 
was responsible to care well for his priests and laypeople. It is worthwhile, 
however, to put the bishops’ actions into a psychosocial context.

Catholic Victorians
More than 80 percent of bishops leading dioceses between 1983 and  
2003 were born before 1940; almost 50 percent before 1930. They were 
men born and raised, therefore, in an era in which sex, much less sexual 
abuse, was barely mentioned in most social circles, especially Catholic 
milieus.
 Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, American social 
and sexual mores were derivative of Victorian sensibilities.42 Here, genteel 
social customs coexisted with sexual acting-out that was known about 
but not acknowledged openly. Irish critic Fintan O’Toole expresses it well 
when he says that the Victorians concocted a “cocktail of do-gooder moral 
activism and sexual hypocrisy.”43 During the Victorian era, the dissociation 
of sometimes outlandish sexual behavior from socially acceptable lifestyles 
was for the most part effective. Historian Getrude Himmelfarb, in fact, 
states, “The Victorians thought it no small virtue to maintain the appear-
ance of good conduct even while violating some moral principle, for in 
their demeanor they affirmed the legitimacy of the principle itself.”44

 The majority of bishops who led dioceses during the last half of the 
twentieth century were steeped in these Victorian attitudes about sexu-
ality and the privileging of manners over meaning. Even as the rest of 
twentieth-century America began to shed Victorian manners and sexual 
trappings in the 1960s and 1970s, the hierarchy remained embedded in 
them, enhanced as they were by Catholic teachings about the status of 
bishops and the narrow range of sexual behaviors acceptable within Ca-
tholicism. In addition, for many bishops, Victorianism intersected with an 
Irish cultural heritage that perhaps rendered many in the hierarchy even 
less equipped to confront effectively the sexual abuse crisis.

The Irish Factor
In 1900, 75 percent of American bishops were Irish or Irish American; as 
late as the 1990s, over half the hierarchy still could claim Irish heritage.45 
The majority of bishops presiding over the sexual abuse crisis as diocesan 
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leaders, therefore, were freighted with the status insecurities and sexual 
repressiveness endemic to that culture.
 Because of their long experience with second-class status, the Irish 
in America craved respectability.46 Until at least the 1970s, the road to 
respectability most cherished by Irish families, especially by mothers, was 
to send a son to the priesthood.47 When that priest/son became a bishop, a 
Lord of the Church, he brought spiritual and social salvation to his family 
and to his ethnic group, alleviating some of the cultural shame instilled 
by years of discrimination against those Irish who came to America. Ac-
knowledging and confronting the shameful sexual crimes of his priests, 
many of them also Irish, might be literally unthinkable for an Irish bishop 
upon whose scarlet-caped shoulders rested ecclesiastical duty and, perhaps 
more to the point, responsibility for both familial and cultural redemp-
tion. Rather, a profound tribalism influenced the Irish bishop to do every-
thing possible to keep sexual abuse a secret. As author Thomas Keneally 
says, “Even today, the attitude (among the Irish) in the face of villainy 
on the part of the Church is: ‘Don’t do anything to make bullets for the 
enemy. Leave it to us to look after the problem.’ ”48

 Irish American bishops were additionally burdened by a cultural 
heritage so outwardly sexually repressive that, despite the large families 
produced by the Irish, it was cliché to consider Irish sex an oxymoron. 
The Irish Catholic Church adhered to a harshly moralistic theology that 
viewed sex as a distasteful act unfortunately necessary for procreation; 
sex thus became colloquially known as “the lack of the Irish.”49 It is not 
surprising, therefore, that Irish bishops may have been paralyzed by their 
personal discomfort over anything sexual, much less sexual abuse. In ad-
dition, the peculiar use of language inherent in Irish culture supported a 
bishop’s defense against knowing fully the dimensions and meaning of the 
sexual victimization of minors by his priests.
 Conditions of life were so harsh in Ireland that, over the ages, the 
Irish developed a creative imagination to cope with and escape from the 
cold realities of life.50 Convinced beyond a reasonable doubt by the cli-
mate, endless wars, British occupation, and Church teachings that life 
on earth mostly was about suffering, the Irish wove imaginative alternate 
realities that were expressed through poems, sagas, humor, and literature.51 
In the process, they achieved a high tolerance for nonrational thinking 
and for language that is intricate but conveys little information about the 
real-time life, especially the interior life, of the speaker.52 Novelist Mary 
Gordon captures the essence of Irish language when she says, “[T]he Irish 
believe that language is at least as much an ornament as a telegrapher, 
and one can be astonished at how many words one has heard at an Irish 
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gathering without having learned the slightest thing about the speakers’ 
lives.”53

 Within the pre–Vatican II Latin-speaking Church, language also was 
employed as much to create an impression as to communicate meaning 
with clarity. Irish bishops, brought up in households in which speech of-
ten was used as much to obfuscate as to convey meaning and trained in a 
Church in which the multilayered meanings of the language used (Latin) 
were often inaccessible, may have fallen easily into using words to talk 
about sexual abuse that were not grounded in reality, clarity, and stark 
meaning. Rather, the words were catchphrases recited in a metronomic 
litany that dulled the senses and lulled the listener, as well as the speaker.
 To the extent that they remained embedded in Victorian social and 
sexual codes, reinforced by Irish cultural mores, many bishops were psy-
chosocially unprepared to confront sexual abuse by priests directly. The 
Gospels might have saved them, but many seemed to lose track of those 
books, which, if nothing else, are exemplars of words laden with meaning 
and of a man portrayed as caring little for manners and much for truth. 
Instead, the bishops seemed to push sexual abuse and its victims out of 
their minds much as they pushed offending priests into new parishes or 
other settings.

Priests, Laypeople, and the Cultural Milieu

Abusive priests, other priests, and Catholic laypeople share responsibil-
ity with the bishops for the sexual abuse scandal. Chapter 10 describes 
what we know about priests who abused minors in the Church. I also 
address the powerful priestly tradition of “omertà” that kept most priests 
silent about abusive brethren and that punished those who broke ranks 
to speak up. Finally, the chapter looks at the contribution to the scandal 
of laypeople who were trained by the Church to “pray, pay, and obey,” to 
remain silent even when they suspected or knew for sure that a priest was 
abusing a minor.
 Catholic priests, like men from other walks of life, have sexually 
abused children for many centuries. Why did the Church’s secret come 
out and stay out in 2002? In Chapter 11, I list and briefly expand on the 
social and cultural forces both outside and within the Church that resulted 
in sustained public scrutiny of sexual abuse by priests. Finally, in Chapter 
12, I suggest that while much has changed since the hierarchy began to 
confront sexual abuse more forcefully in 2002, too much also remains the 
same.
 Responses to sexual misconduct by clergy can be clear-headed yet 
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pastoral. Clerical leaders and parishes can protect young people and the 
community while leaving room for transformation of the perpetrator; they 
can be mindful of legal liability while attending first and foremost to those 
suffering. Crimes can be named and confronted without a loss of compas-
sion. This can be done, at least most of the time, when there is leadership 
that insists on it. The Catholic Church is not there yet, but the people 
depending on it deserve for it to get there. The outcome depends on the 
will of the people—bishops, priests, and laypeople—to make it happen.
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Chapter  2

Surviving Soul Murder

For thousands of men and women, the Catholic sexual abuse scandal is 
not just a newspaper story or a fascinating psychosocial study; rather, it 
is a central thematic strand of their lives. They live, or try to, with the 
physiological, psychological, and spiritual wounds inflicted upon them as 
children and adolescents by men they loved and trusted. Sometimes the 
wounds heal over and are remembered only when the scars are unexpect-
edly revealed; at other times, they fill with pus and suppurate, requiring 
the victim to attend to nothing and no one else; at still other times, for 
some, they turn gangrenous from lack of care and infiltrate the victim’s 
whole being with a sickness unto death. Because of the effect of sexual 
abuse inflicted by priests and vowed religious on victims/survivors, it is 
crucial that we understand this story. To do so, we must begin with their 
experiences.

A True Crime Story

Let us begin with a true crime story, a story told in my consultation room 
by a thirty-something-year-old man.1 Since we all want to distance our-
selves from the tumultuous internal states evoked by intimacy with sexual 
abuse, I ask the reader to engage the following as much with your body, 
guts, feelings, and imagination as with your intellectual prowess. Your 
feelings and bodily states reflect the meaning of sexual abuse as truly as 
your mind does.
 Imagine, then, that you are eight years old and have just become an 
altar boy. Your parents, struggling with marital problems and alcoholism, 
are not very available to you, so you are especially proud to have a place 
in the family of your parish. It is a bright, cold February Sunday and you 
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have just finished helping Fr. Bill, your favorite priest, serve Mass. As you 
enter the sacristy, Fr. Bill tells you that you did a great job at this last Mass 
of the morning and you can feel the pride and happiness filling you up. 
The priest—your priest—offers to help you pull the cassock over your 
head, joking that he still can’t get used to wearing dresses. But, as Fr. Bill 
lifts the cassock up, he holds it over your face with one hand, unzips his 
trousers with the other, and pushes his erect penis into your back. You 
sense him moving back and forth against you. Blindfolded by the cassock, 
you can only stand still until, after moaning and leaning into you one 
more time, Fr. Bill loosens his grip. You feel moisture on your back but, 
as he pulls the cassock all the way off, he is wiping your back with a towel 
and mumbling about the steam radiator heat making you sweaty. He pats 
you on the back and tells you to turn the lights off before you leave for the 
day. Not a word is said about what just happened. What did just happen, 
you wonder? You feel funny—scared but not really sure if you have any 
reason to be. It’s Fr. Bill after all. Can you imagine?
 For the next three years, Fr. Bill repeats these acts in many places at 
many times. Empty classrooms, the sacristy, the small school chapel, the 
nurse’s office, the rectory—all become sexualized spaces. He asks your 
parents if he can take you to his summer place at the beach and they are 
relieved not to have to worry about you. There, the abuse, during which 
you always are blindfolded, meshes with fishing expeditions, movies, rid-
ing the ocean waves, clam digging, and other activities a lonely child liv-
ing in a city apartment building with drunk and arguing parents finds 
amazing. That fun and adventure fills your days. Your nights, on the other 
hand, find Fr. Bill rubbing his penis between your buttocks, caressing and 
sucking on your now erect penis, tongue kissing you, and pushing your 
blindfolded face onto his penis. You clench your teeth tightly and, as far as 
you can remember, never let him get inside your mouth. It is a small but 
important act of defiance and self-protection. Imagine.
 You are now eleven and prepubertal acne is spurting on your face. On 
the first day of sixth grade, Fr. Bill pulls you into a storage room and, as 
he tries to kiss you, he tells you that your “badness” is coming out all over 
your face. This time, you push him off and run. He never touches you 
again.
 Can you imagine the life of this young boy from ages eight to eleven? 
And afterward? He never spoke of the abuse until beginning treatment. 
Shortly before beginning therapy, he had read in the paper that Fr. Bill 
was accused of sexually molesting boys thirty years ago in another parish. 
Although removed from ministry, Fr. Bill denied all the charges and was 
quoted in the paper saying that he was being scapegoated in the Church 
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scandal and had never even known his accusers when they were boys. At 
that point, my patient contacted other men that he suspected had been 
molested by Fr. Bill in their parish, and a number of them went to the 
papers with their stories. My patient is not suing anyone nor does he plan 
on suing anyone. He does say the following:

It is something that I have thought about every day of my life, yet have 
always been far too ashamed to talk about. I am still ashamed. After 
reading Fr. Bill’s denials in the papers, though, I decided I couldn’t hide 
my story any longer. I was robbed of my youth and my faith at a very 
young age. If I can prevent this from happening to other children, then 
perhaps I am on the right track. I am not a practicing Catholic, and I 
certainly don’t need the Catholic Church to teach my children morals 
and values and right from wrong. In fact, it will probably be years 
before I have to answer the question, “Hey, Daddy, what’s a priest?”

Can you imagine?

The Victims

Usually, the victims of abusive priests were children or adolescents yearn-
ing for adults who saw them, heard them, understood them, made time 
for them, and enjoyed their company. Many were minors from families 
with a parent missing, or they were youngsters coping with alcoholism, 
spousal abuse, or other forms of violence and neglect in their environ-
ments. They may even have been physically or sexually abused by someone 
else and were therefore especially vulnerable to further exploitation by a 
trusted figure.
 Other victims from intact, well-functioning families were abused at 
developmental stages, like pre- and early adolescence, when it is normal 
for minors to find mentors outside the family as they begin a process of 
separation and individuation from parents. This is a stage at which teach-
ers, coaches, youth group leaders, and other adults involved with them 
are idealized and sought out for advice or companionship. Often, these 
relationships are tinged with eroticism as young people develop “crushes” 
on adults they look up to. This erotic component exists no matter the gen-
der mix of the dyad. In other words, girls have crushes on older women, 
boys develop crushes on men, and each gender has erotic strivings toward 
members of the opposite gender.
 Crushes like this are erotic but not frankly sexual, and they occur 
regardless of the sexual orientation of either the young person or the adult 
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involved. Because they represent the first shoots of emerging sexuality for 
the adolescent, adults idealized by these young people must walk a fine 
line. It is important that they value, validate, and treat tenderly the affec-
tion, even worship, offered to them by starry-eyed girls leaning toward 
womanhood and gawky boys trying to find their way into manhood. If 
adults react with anxiety and distancing, they can engender shame and 
discomfort in young people about their sexuality. If, on the other hand, 
an adult transgresses against the preadolescent or teenager, exploiting 
youthful sexual strivings, the young person is compelled prematurely into 
engagement with a sexuality that is just beginning to show itself, and the 
results can be devastating.
 Whether the victims were prepubescent children, pubescent youth, 
or teenagers, sexually abusive priests often ingratiated themselves into the 
lives of their targets, evoking trust, respect, and dependency long before 
the first touch took place. In eighteen cases of priest abuse reviewed by 
the Toledo Blade, reporters concluded that in twelve of them the offender 
was close to the families of his victims; in the other six instances, he had 
a close relationship with the victim.2 Fr. Bruce Ritter, for example, preyed 
on some of the troubled boys he took into New York City’s Covenant 
House.3 Rather than providing the pastoral care, mentoring, boundary 
modeling, and impulse control these street boys needed, he took advan-
tage of their already disrupted lives by sexually exploiting them. Fr. John 
Geoghan from Boston often sought out fatherless children, cultivating 
their mothers’ reliance on him as a compensatory father figure and as a 
relief from their own overwhelming task of single parenting.4 Altar boys, 
like my patient described earlier, often felt a special bond with “their” 
priests and were therefore particularly vulnerable to clergy who betrayed 
that respect and trust by transgressing against them.5

 In 1992, for example, Allen Vogel told his father that Fr. Cosmos 
Dahlheimer of St. Augustine’s Church in St. Cloud, Minnesota, had 
molested him when Allen was an altar boy.6 Dahlheimer seduced both 
Vogel’s devoutly religious family and Allen by telling them that the boy 
was special and could become an important person in the Church under 
the priest’s guidance. Eventually, Fr. Dahlheimer introduced sex into the 
relationship with Vogel, exposing himself and masturbating in the sacristy, 
his room, and his car. Ray and Arlene Vogel had taught their children 
that priests were the closest beings to God and, devoted to the priests at 
St. Augustine’s and nearby St. John’s Abbey, never suspected that a priest 
would hurt their son. After Allen revealed his abuse to them, two other 
sons reported that they too had been sexually assaulted by priests, one 
by Fr. Dahlheimer and another by Fr. Richard Eckroth. Although both 
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priests denied the allegations, St. John’s Abbey found the accusations to be 
credible and removed the priests from ministry.

Keeping the Secret

There are those who devalue survivors of childhood and, especially, ado-
lescent victims, for not disclosing their victimizations when they were 
occurring. Secrecy, however, is the acknowledged cornerstone of sexual 
abuse. Some perpetrators extract silence by suggesting that victims will be 
blamed for the abuse, taken from their homes, and placed in an orphan-
age, or worse. Jonathan Norton said Fr. James H. Hopkins warned him 
that if he told anyone about the oral sex Hopkins engaged him in, God 
would hate the boy, who would burn in hell along with his family.7 As in 
this case, perpetrators often threaten the victim’s family as well as the mi-
nor in order to ensure that the young person will not disclose the abuse.
 Sexual abusers may also blame the victim, accusing him or her of 
seducing the predator, effectively ensuring secrecy by filling the victim 
with the shame and self-loathing more appropriately experienced by the 
victimizer. Priests abusing girls may have been particularly inclined to 
blame their victims. There is a long tradition in the Catholic Church that 
views females as seducers capable of making a man lose his mind, as Adam 
sometimes is depicted as doing when he succumbed to Eve’s plea that he 
eat of the forbidden fruit.8

 In addition, female victims were predisposed to feel guilty for their 
own abuse. First, as Catholics familiar with stories of saints like Maria 
Goretti, who died rather than submit to rape, girls may well have ex-
perienced themselves as sinners rather than as victims. Further, victims 
generally believe that they must have in some way invited their own vic-
timizations. It is preferable for all victims, male or female, to believe that 
they had some control and power in the abusive situation rather than to 
acknowledge utter powerlessness. Or, as psychoanalyst Ronald Fairbairn 
put it,

[I]t is better to be a sinner in a world ruled by God than to live in a 
world ruled by the Devil. A sinner in a world ruled by God may be bad 
but there is always a certain sense of security to be derived from the 
fact that the world around is good . . . and in any case there is always 
hope of redemption. In a world ruled by the Devil the individual may 
escape the badness of being a sinner; but . . . he can have no sense of 
security and no hope of redemption. The only prospect is one of death 
and destruction.9
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When the abuser is “God-on-earth,” it would be difficult for any Catholic 
youth to believe that he or she was not the devil—the sinful person in the 
sexual situation. This predisposition to take on responsibility for sexual 
abuse by a priest would be even stronger when the priest in fact blamed 
his victim. Silence in almost every case would be assured.
 In a more covert covenant of secrecy, the abuser provides the victim 
with gifts, praise, and special privileges that both buy silence and instill 
terrible and long-lasting guilt. Many sexually predatory priests took their 
victims to vacation cottages, on camping trips, to sporting events, and to 
other venues where the fun and excitement to which they were exposed 
came with a heavy price. Fr. Larry Brett, for example, took his victims to 
see pornographic movies in Manhattan and let them drive his hot car.10 
Allen Vogel says that Fr. Cosmas Dahlheimer told him that their sexual 
relationship would help Allen become a man in the Church, that he was a 
special person whom Dahlheimer would help advance within the Church 
when Allen grew up.11

 Other minors maintained their silence because they perceived, accu-
rately or not, that no one in their environments would believe or help them 
if they did disclose. It is much more hopeful for traumatized young people 
to preserve a fantasy that, if they told, someone would protect them than it 
is to reveal the abuse to others who might ignore, blame, or reabuse them. 
Wayne and Rose Sagrera, parents of one of Fr. Gilbert Gauthe’s victims, 
report that other members of the Henry, Louisiana, community failed to 
believe their own children when they came forward with accusations that 
Gauthe had also molested them, even after it was clear that the priest had 
numerous victims.12 William Claar, allegedly abused along with two of his 
brothers by Fr. Bernard Kokocinski, did not tell anyone about the sexual 
victimization until the scandal broke nationwide in 2002.13 He said, “I 
never told my parents. I never told anyone. He [Fr. Kokocinski] was like a 
member of the family. I didn’t think anyone would believe me.”14

 Finally, children and adolescents do not disclose the sexual abuse se-
cret because they care for the perpetrator. Especially when the abuser is a 
beloved figure in the young person’s life, the victim is likely unconsciously 
to detect the man’s inner brokenness and lovingly try to heal the person. 
A central cruelty of sexual abuse, in fact, is the perpetrator’s trampling of 
the victim’s freely bestowed affection and respect.

Long-Term Consequences of Sexual Abuse

The victim of early sexual violation simply cannot reconcile the respected 
figure who helps him with his homework, teaches him how to throw a 
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curve ball, takes him to the local hockey game, and, after turning bread 
and wine into the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ, uses his hands to ad-
minister the nourishment of Holy Eucharist, with the sexually overstimu-
lating man who uses those same hands to fondle the victim or to present 
his own penis for the victim to suck. It is simply too much for the mind to 
bear and organize. Sexually abusive experiences thus often lead to a debili-
tating posttraumatic stress disorder that affects every domain of the vic-
tim/survivor’s functioning and lasts for years after the abuse has stopped. 
While some victims are resilient and emerge into adulthood functioning 
well in most if not all domains of living, they are the exceptions. They 
tend to be people whose abusive experiences were limited in time and 
severity, and whose perpetrators were not figures with whom they also 
were emotionally close. Much more common is the survivor who suffers 
in various ways for many years after the abuse stops.
 Let us now take a tour through the corridors of a psyche and soul 
twisted by sexual transgression. It is a trip through a psychological house 
of horrors in which experiences of self and other often are grotesquely 
distorted, and terrifying images pop up unexpectedly from seemingly safe 
places. The first stop is the organization of the victim’s images of self and 
other.

Dissociation and the Victim Self
Often what brings adult survivors of early sexual trauma to treatment is 
that their lives are wracked by unexpected regressions to their victimized 
selves triggered by seemingly neutral stimuli. Much as the Vietnam vet 
who hits the floor during a thunderstorm screaming about incoming ar-
tillery is, in a very real way, back in the Mekong Delta seconds before his 
buddy’s skull is blown off, so too sexual abuse survivors may be thrown 
into a regression by something or someone reminiscent of the earlier trau-
mas. No longer firmly located in the present, survivors dissociate—they 
think, feel, experience their bodies, and behave as the victims they once 
were, badly confusing themselves and those around them.
 For victims of priest abuse, the scent of incense, light streaming 
through stained glass at a certain time of day, organ music, or, most cer-
tainly, interacting with clergy about their abuse may well evoke the ap-
pearance of usually dissociated self-states. One sixty-seven-year-old man, 
abused by a priest decades ago, fears being alone with another man in a 
car; when he goes fishing with a friend, he sweats the whole ride, plagued 
by the irrational fear that his friend will molest him.15 Mark Furnish, a 
lawyer in Albany, New York, reports that for years he would cry and be-
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come ill when asked to take long car rides, had panic attacks, screamed 
if another person disturbed his sleep, and fell apart emotionally during 
certain TV programs or movies.16 He eventually was able to connect these 
symptoms with being sexually abused from ages twelve to fifteen by Fr. 
Robert O’Neill, who often took Furnish on weekend car trips to a cabin 
in the woods where he reportedly molested him. Newspaper reporter 
Doug Mandelaro likened Furnish’s dissociated experiences to living with 
an internal masked demon who was unnamed but wreaked havoc all the 
same.17 This description is remarkably similar to Fairbairn’s depiction of 
the role that internalized traumatic relationships play in the inner world of 
the survivor: “[H]e is internalizing objects [traumatic relationships] which 
have wielded power over him in the external world; and these objects re-
tain their prestige for power over him in the inner world. In a word, he is 
‘possessed’ by them, as if by evil spirits.”18

 Dissociation is a function of the human mind that exists along a con-
tinuum from the very normal to the extremely pathological. The normal 
operation of dissociation allows, for example, each of us to drive ten miles 
and then “come to” with no memory of the time just past. While one 
state of self was driving, attending to the road, other cars, even weaving in 
and out of lanes, another state of self was planning the weekend’s events, 
choosing outfits, and perhaps even engaging in imaginary conversations 
with others. For the victim of child or adolescent sexual violation, how-
ever, dissociation is often a more dramatic phenomenon that is both a 
blessing and a curse.
 On the one hand, by entering into an entirely different state of con-
sciousness while being abused, the victim preserves a functional and safe 
self who is removed from the trauma and is therefore able to learn, grow 
up, play, work, and even form relationships incorporating some degree of 
intimacy. This is the self-state that grows into adulthood and usually is rec-
ognized as “I.” On the other hand, the curse of dissociation condemns the 
state of self who experienced the abuse to a trapped existence in the inner 
world of the survivor, a place dominated by terror, impotent but seething 
rage, and grief for which there literally are no words. Often the “I” self 
remembers the abuse but the split-off, victimized self carries the emotions 
associated with it. This leads to the unsettling experience of having sexual 
abuse survivors describing in treatment the most horrendous experiences 
with absolutely flat affect, as if they are reading them from a newspaper. 
At other times, the victimized self seems to take center stage and the previ-
ously well-functioning, articulate patient is speechless, curled up in a ball, 
trapped in raw emotional storms.
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The Abuser Self
Coexisting with victim states of self, adult survivors of childhood sexual 
abuse have within them self-states that were forged in relationship with 
the abuser. These aspects of self preserve an attachment to a once-loved 
figure and have become like him in some ways. When threatened by expe-
riences of helplessness, vulnerability, or anticipated betrayal, survivors may 
unconsciously access this self-state to gain a sense of empowerment. Often 
subjectively experiencing themselves as righteously indignant, survivors 
may at times enact boundary smashing, cold contempt, and rage. While 
some survivors of childhood or adolescent sexual abuse become sexual 
victimizers themselves, most do not.
 One survivor, who was sexually abused by her grandfather and a 
priest, could become verbally contemptuous seemingly out of nowhere. 
If I could not remember one of her dreams or could not recount portions 
of a previous session verbatim, she would castigate me as stupid and just 
in the “therapy business” for the money. She ridiculed my outfits, hair, 
make-up, and shoes, accusing me of spending more time on myself than 
I did on my patients. At these times, my patient experienced herself as 
victimized by me—her self-centered, greedy therapist—and felt justified 
in letting me have it. It was a long time before she could work with the 
idea that she could be abusive and unfairly demanding.
 Not surprisingly, survivors are sickened by the thought that they re-
semble in any way their perpetrators and therefore avert their gaze, for 
long periods of time, from these aspects of their personalities lest they 
fragment even further at the sight of their own abusive tendencies. At the 
same time, their sometimes shocking capacity to inflict psychic pain on 
others can evoke in those others disorganizing and unpleasant reactions of 
counterrage and dismissal.
 It is delicate therapeutic work to introduce survivors gradually to their 
disrespectful, sometimes abusive selves. While doing so, it is crucial for 
therapists to model setting limits on what they will tolerate in a relation-
ship with another person, while holding in mind an empathic recognition 
that the clay of the survivor’s abuser self was molded quite literally by the 
hands of a master—the sexual victimizer.
 One difficulty in the current Church crisis is that relational patterns 
forged amid violation have been endlessly enacted by various parties in the 
scandal, with no one to interpret or contain them. For example, a survivor, 
subjectively experiencing himself as wounded and in need, may present 
himself to a bishop’s chancery or Mass and aggressively demand instant 
access to the bishop. The bishop and his staff, experiencing themselves as 
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invaded by a hostile survivor, summarily refuse to see the survivor and 
may even call upon others to have him removed. Both the survivor and 
the bishop end up feeling self-righteous and badly abused by the other. 
Mistrust, anger, and fear increase on both sides.

The Entitled Self
Finally, sexual abuse survivors commonly have aspects of self that can be 
greedy, grandiose, and insatiably entitled. There are two sources of these 
islands of self.
 First, there are often identifications with the insatiability and greed of 
the perpetrator who took what he wanted when he wanted it and never 
seemed satisfied with what he got. The sexually predatory priest’s desecra-
tion of the most sacred spaces—altars, sacristies, chapels—by sexualizing 
them as he imposed himself on minors he had vowed to protect testifies 
to his sense of unlimited entitlement. Psychoanalyst and sexual trauma 
expert Richard Gartner offers an example of the ongoing grandiosity of 
one priest who abused Gartner’s patient, Julian.19 When Julian encoun-
tered the priest at a funeral in his hometown years after the abuse ended 
and Julian had moved away, the priest took him aside and whispered, 
“You may feel better than the rest of us now that you’ve left town, but you 
and I know that all I have to do is rub your belly and you’ll squeal like a 
puppy!”20

 Both the insecurity and entitlement of the abusive priest illustrated 
in Gartner’s vignette are often both internalized and later enacted by vic-
tims/survivors. As with their abuser selves, survivors are horrified that 
they possess and are “possessed” by these identifications and refuse to face 
them for very long periods of time. In treatment, survivors’ entitlement 
sometimes is enacted by excessive demands for between-session phone 
contact, refusal to leave the room at the end of a session, rages over the 
clinician’s vacation, or unnecessary requests for a lower fee or no fee, as 
all the while they experience themselves as simply asking for what is their 
due. While therapists specializing in trauma work are prepared slowly to 
bring to awareness the survivor’s capacity for entitled greed and grandios-
ity while holding in mind its relational roots, others in the survivor’s life 
often react to his or her entitlement with rage, self-protectivness, and the 
very rejection that the survivor most dreads.
 The survivor’s entitled state of self also is likely to emerge as a way to 
stave off mourning. There comes a day in the lives of most survivors on 
which they fully comprehend their losses. Further personal growth and 
healing requires that, at that point, survivors mourn the childhood and/or 
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adolescence that never was, the defensively idealized caretakers who never 
existed, and, perhaps most poignantly, the self that could have been had 
hope and possibility not been shattered. One patient, at this point in 
treatment, cried,

This is too much. I can deal with the abuse . . . I think . . . maybe I 
can. But the idea that this is all there will ever be. That when I think 
of being little, all I will feel is pain and terror . . . that’s too much 
. . . I can’t live with that. I want to feel what I see in the eyes of little 
children. You [therapist] say I deserve this . . . so why can’t I? The sense 
of safety, I want a place that’s safe. I want to get into trouble and be 
mischievous . . . safe trouble . . . usual trouble. I want someone else to 
do the worrying and the punishing. I’m tired. You say I can feel some 
of these things as a grown-up . . . you tell me about them. But how can 
I feel them when I’m not sure what they are . . . words. It’s like trying 
to describe a color to someone who was born blind.21

 Quite understandably, sexual abuse survivors may act to avoid the 
mourning necessary to move on from the abuse and all that was sto-
len from them. It is often at this point in treatment that the survivor is 
able to give full reign to fantasies of revenge in which the abuser and his 
protector(s) are forced to pay, to make restitution for the lost childhood. 
Launching a lawsuit against the perpetrator or against those who abetted 
him may be one strategy tried by survivors in the Church abuse crisis. No 
matter the amount of the ensuing financial settlement, a residue of empti-
ness and lost hope often will persist. At the core of the survivor’s being, 
the worst has happened once again; he or she has been paid to go away 
while life goes on relatively unscathed for the perpetrator and, even more, 
for those who shielded him. Only when the suit is over, the lawyer has 
moved on to other cases, and the media has bigger news to report may the 
survivor realize that, in all the ways that count, nothing has changed.
 After receiving her settlement check from the Archdiocese of Boston, 
sexual abuse survivor Alexa MacPherson said, “This money means noth-
ing to me. . . . I thought I’d feel light-hearted. Instead, I feel weighed 
down. . . . I feel like a price has been put on my head. That’s not what I 
wanted.”22 As a clinician, my concern is that many survivors, stimulated 
by unrealistic hope and perhaps avoiding mourning a childhood gone 
forever by chasing the Church in court, may one day face even more de-
pression and despair when their checks have been deposited and they still 
are visited by ghosts in the night.
 On the other hand, it is important to note that a lawsuit, when all re-
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quests for pastoral responses have failed (as they did for so many victims), 
may represent a healthy effort by survivors to become agents in their own 
lives. Further, lawsuits put into action an understandable demand that the 
truth be told one way or another. Bringing the names of accused priests 
into the public, when Church officials refused to remove them from con-
tact with children, also sometimes marked very adaptive attempts on the 
part of survivors to protect children from suffering at the hands of these 
priests and to reach out to other victims of the same perpetrators who 
might then feel free to come forward. Finally, Susan Archibald, former 
president of The Linkup, a survivors’ group, was quoted as saying that 
lawsuits can help survivors psychologically return their guilt and fear to 
the rightful owners of those emotions—their perpetrators and Church 
officials who covered up crimes.23

 Whether involvement in lengthy and often frustrating litigation with 
the Church promotes growth and healing or impedes it will differ from 
one survivor to another. For Scott Gastal, one of Gilbert Gauthe’s vic-
tims, the jury award of $1 million did little to alleviate his suffering.24 The 
money was given to his parents who lost it all in bad business ventures. 
Working at a horse ranch in bayou country, Gastal tries not to feel much 
of anything at all, stays away from people most of the time, continues to be 
haunted by his abusive experiences, and suspects that he never will really 
recover from them. Ryan Di Maria, however, settled with the Church for 
$5.2 million and a series of reforms in the dioceses of Orange County and 
Los Angeles, California, to provide more effective and pastoral responses 
to victims coming forward with reports of sexual abuse by a priest.25 In 
June 2003, recently married and expecting his first child, he was sworn 
into the bar as an attorney in Orange County by Superior Court Judge 
James P. Gray, who mediated the settlement between Di Maria and the 
Church. Di Maria now uses his legal talents to help other victims of child-
hood sexual abuse.
 In the end, whether survivors of sexual abuse by priests sue or not, the 
chance of maximum recovey is usually increased by mourning the youth 
that can never be. Finally, the abuse takes its proper place as a truly past 
part of life, as when incest survivor Louise Armstrong responds to a ques-
tion about early childhood trauma:

So it doesn’t go away?
Armstrong: It recedes.
I don’t like that.
Armstrong: You don’t have to like it. You just have to live with it. Like 

a small, nasty pet you’ve had for years.26
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The Interpersonal World of Survivors
One patient of mine was sexually abused and physically tortured by her 
stepmother many years before she entered treatment. After working with 
me for several months, she began to look at me suspiciously when she 
came in the room and became more and more withdrawn. Then, she ac-
cused me of working with sexual abuse survivors because I “got off” on 
the stories; she imagined that I masturbated after sessions in which she 
thought I became uncontrollably aroused at the material. Sometimes after 
saying these things, she then crumbled on the couch and cried, telling me 
she did not mean those terrible things and begging me not to hate her. 
Eventually, this patient tearfully confided that she snorted cocaine in my 
bathroom before coming into the consultation room because it was so 
unbearable to be in my presence. Yet, she also felt that it would be unbear-
able to leave me.
 This young woman and I worked together for some time to try to 
understand her reactions to me but made little progress. Outside the 
treatment, she functioned reasonably well and I became concerned that 
her seemingly inexplicable, terrified yet dependent response to me would 
begin to infiltrate her extratherapeutic life. She agreed to transfer to a col-
league, also an expert in trauma, to see if she could work more effectively 
with another therapist.
 A year or so later, this survivor called and asked to see me for one 
session. When she came in, she told me that she and her therapist had 
been able to unpack her extreme reactions to me, which had confusingly 
coexisted with a more mature appraisal of my skills and personality. She 
always had remembered that her stepmother had blonde hair and blue 
eyes, as I do, and was named Mary Ann (I am Mary Gail), but she had 
not made the connection that working with me evoked relational expecta-
tions derived from her abusive relationship with that woman. In addition, 
my green office couch was somewhat similar in color and texture to the 
bedspread on which her stepmother would tie her up and perform oral sex 
on her.
 At the same time that she hated and feared her stepmother, my former 
patient had been dependent on her for the little physical care she received, 
since her biological mother was dead and her father was in the military 
and away much of the time. There were enough superficial similarities 
between me and the stepmother that self-states and interpersonal expecta-
tions embedded in the relationship with the stepparent literally came alive 
in the treatment with me. The therapist to whom I referred this woman 
did not trigger the same kinds of reactions so, although their work was 
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volatile in its own way, they could sustain a working alliance that carried 
them through the rough spots.
 Working from a template of relational possibilities imprinted amid 
abuse and calcified by ongoing posttraumatic stress reactions, the sexual 
abuse survivor often exhibits rapidly shifting relational stances. In many 
cases, adult survivors lurch from periods of dependent clinging to those 
marked by vicious rage aimed at the same person. Terror and tears can 
switch in an instant to cold aloofness, while warmth and vivacity may turn 
kaleidoscopically to paranoid suspicion. All this, of course, leads to many 
chaotically unstable relationships, often alternating with stretches of the 
loneliest isolation.
 Not surprisingly, until well into the recovery process, normal sex-
ual functioning is almost impossible for most people who were sexually 
abused as minors. Too often sex, even with a trusted and loved other, 
triggers disorganizing flashbacks during which survivors sometimes liter-
ally see the face of their abuser superimposed on the visage of their sexual 
partners and begin to relive their sexual traumas. A sexual encounter can 
be unfolding in a lovely way when a sound, a change in the way the 
moonlight filters through the curtain, a word or phrase uttered by the 
lover, a touch to a certain spot on the body, or an unexpected shift in the 
pressure of body meeting body engenders a dissociative episode in which 
the survivor is no longer located in the present but rather is experiencing 
again his or her abuse as if it were happening right in the moment. Gone 
temporarily is the adult man or woman, replaced for now by a paralyzed 
abused child.
 In addition, survivors frequently are disgusted by and ashamed of 
their own bodies and sexual strivings. Unfairly blaming their abuse on 
their own physicality and sexuality, they often insist that the victimizations 
never would have occurred were it not for their self-perceived seductive 
bodies and deplorable sexual desires. Especially when they reacted to the 
abuse with arousal and even orgasm, survivors believe that they must have 
wanted, brought on, and enjoyed the abuse. It is a long process for them 
to realize that their biological response to the stimulation of nerve endings 
does not connote free-flowing desire. In fact, the criminality of abuse lies 
in part in its disruption of the victims’ ability to be freely desirous as they 
struggle with guilt and shame about wanting much of anything sexual.
 Boys abused by men are additionally tormented, wondering what 
it was about them that attracted the perpetrator. For sexually trauma-
tized minor males, doubts are raised about both their masculinity and the 
strength of their sexual orientation. It is culturally unacceptable for a male 
to be sexually victimized; unfortunately, only women and girls make cul-
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turally appropriate victims. Thus, the sexually abused boy wonders about 
his maleness. Does his abuse make him a girl in some way, or a girlish boy, 
both often devalued by the wider society?
 To reinforce his masculine gender identification, the sexually abused 
boy may resort to a hypermasculine persona, displaying aggressive, ma-
cho behavior toward others.27 Further, although there is no convincing 
evidence that premature sexual activity with a man changes a boy’s sexual 
orientation, sexual abuse of a boy by a male is disturbing for boys no mat-
ter their sexual orientation. The heterosexual minor male may be plagued 
with doubts about his “real” sexual orientation and may compensate 
through compulsive sexual activity with women in order continually to 
reassure himself that he is straight.28 Homosexual boys may blame their 
sexual orientation for their abuse, developing a destructive homophobia 
about their own sexual strivings.
 Sexual abuse survivors of all genders and sexual orientations are de-
prived of their right to grow gradually into a mature sexuality and, instead, 
are forced or seduced into premature sexual encounters they are emotion-
ally ill equipped to handle. As adults, therefore, these men and women of-
ten spin between periods of promiscuous, compulsive, and self- destructive  
acting-out and times of complete sexual shutdown during which, like 
burn victims, they experience the gentlest physical contact as excruciat-
ingly painful.
 Finally, there is a characteristic relational stance assumed by many 
sexual abuse survivors that is particularly germane to the Church scandal. 
It involves others who did not abuse them but also did not protect them.
 If it takes a community to raise a child, it also takes a community to 
abuse a child; whenever a minor is sexually violated, someone’s eyes are 
closed. Throughout history, the most common response to the suspicion 
or even the disclosure of sexual abuse has been denial and dissociation. 
Elective blindness, deafness, and muteness are reactions endemic to many 
people confronted by a victimized child, an adult survivor, or a perpetrat-
ing adult. To the extent that sexual victimization of a minor depends upon 
the silence of adults who knew, suspected, or should have known about 
the abuse, then, the burdens of shame and guilt reach beyond the individ-
ual abuser. In the case of the Church, it is particularly the members of the 
hierarchy who contributed to the suffering of thousands of children and 
adolescents by keeping abusing priests in ministry where they had contact 
with children in case after case, year after year, decade after decade.
 Sexual abuse survivors often are even angrier with adults who failed 
to protect them than they are with their direct perpetrators. Because the 
   survivor’s internal relationship with the abuser is organized around para-
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doxical feelings of attachment and hate, and because the survivor may 
have sensed the woundedness of the perpetrator, he or she may feel freer 
to turn the full blast of long pent-up rage or bitterness on those who failed 
to protect and who, in addition, failed to provide for the victim in ways 
the perpetrator seemed to, albeit at an unholy cost to the exploited child 
or adolescent.

Cognitive Confusion
One survivor patient worked as an investment banker in the competitive 
New York world of finance. She was so intellectually gifted and her ability 
to think strategically under pressure was so incisive that she was consid-
ered a Wall Street whiz kid. When beset by psychological or interpersonal 
stimuli linked to her uncle’s sexual abuse, however, she became, in her 
own words, “stupid minded.” At those times, she literally could not think 
at all or could access only immature, disorganized, and panicky ways of 
thinking. At times, for instance, she had to attend meetings with a former 
law school classmate of her uncle’s who would reminisce about “the old 
days” and speak of meeting her for the first time at her uncle’s home when 
she was nine years old, two years after the sexual abuse had begun. After 
those meetings, colleagues tended to ask her if she was feeling okay; they 
noticed that she had become uncharacteristically inarticulate, vague, and 
confused when speaking, forgetting facts and decisions that had been at 
her fingertips just hours before.
 Part of what is overwhelmed during sexual abuse is the young person’s 
cognitive ability to contain, process, and put into words the relational be-
trayal and physical impingement with which she or he is faced. It is strik-
ing and often bewildering to observe in adult survivors the coexistence 
of contradictory thought processes that ebb and flow with little apparent 
predictability. One moment, you are speaking with an adult capable of 
complex, flexible, abstract, and self-decentered thinking. Under sufficient 
internal or external stress, however, or in situations somehow reminiscent 
of the abuse, the cognitive integrity of the survivor shatters and the indi-
vidual becomes locked in rigid, irrational, self-centered thought patterns; 
simplistic black-and-white opinions devoid of nuance; and an immutable 
conviction that the future is destined to be both short and unalterably 
empty.
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Affective Functioning
When a young person is sexually traumatized, hyperarousal of the auto-
nomic nervous system and the body’s subsequent attempt to restore order 
disrupt the brain’s neurochemical regulation of emotion.29 In addition, 
recent studies indicate that attachment relationships also influence the 
brain’s ability to modulate feelings, with traumatic attachment relation-
ships interfering with effective neuropsychological regulation of affect.30 
The brain of the sexually abused minor thus suffers a double assault. Both 
the sexual traumas themselves and the betrayal of an important attach-
ment relationship assail the flow of affect modulating neurochemicals.
 As adults, survivors shift—sometimes quite rapidly—from states of 
chaotic hyperarousal to psychic numbing. This inability to modulate emo-
tional arousal often leads to interpersonally inappropriate verbal or mo-
toric responses. Further, autonomic arousal becomes a generalized reaction 
to stress, in the midst of which sexual abuse survivors are unable to discern 
realistically the severity of perceived threats. Instead of reacting at the 
actual level of psychological danger, survivors may engage in seemingly ir-
rational behaviors like temper tantrums, terrified withdrawal, or profound 
depression. These behaviors do not fit the present-day situation but are 
perfectly complementary to the now affectively revived earlier trauma.
 My former patient’s reactions to me, described above, are an example. 
When she was with me, she unknowingly was triggered to experience me 
as her stepmother, which evoked paranoia about sexualized responses to 
her followed by equally strong abandonment fears. While her extreme 
emotional arousal did not fit the current situation or resonate with my 
actual feelings about her, it was congruent with her relationship with her 
stepmother, now revived in the therapy with me.
 Intense and unpredictable emotional swings contribute to the appar-
ent “possession” of survivors by internal processes over which they experi-
ence little control. They are frightening for survivors and for those around 
them and, in fact, become retraumatizing phenomena. Adult survivors of-
ten need psychotropic medications, like antidepressants, mood stabilizers, 
or antianxiety medication for some period of time during recovery.31 For 
some, their psychological and neurobiological impairments are sufficiently 
intractable to require lifelong medication.

Self-Abuse
Kevin and Barry McDonough were identical twin sons in a devoutly Cath-
olic family in Canton, Massachusetts.32 When Kevin was thirteen or four-
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teen, he changed from a happy, joking kid to a brooding and withdrawn 
teenager. While Barry went to college and became a film editor, Kevin 
joined the Marines after high school but came home after two months 
because he could not make it in boot camp; eventually, he became a car 
salesman. He struggled with alcohol and drug abuse, depression, a suicide 
attempt in his teens, and psychiatric hospitalizations. Early in 2001, Kevin 
told his niece that he had been molested as a child by a priest, Fr. Peter J. 
Frost. He also shared his sexual abuse history with his girlfriend who said, 
“He was so angry, upset, and ashamed. I know it affected his whole life. 
It turned into everything he became. I think he felt people could look at 
him and know. . . . He had a lot to offer . . . but it was just too many de-
mons.”33 Kevin McDonough, thirty-six, died 1 May 2001 after overdosing 
on cocaine, just months short of the exposure of priest abuse in Boston.
 Also partly due to disrupted brain functioning, sexual abuse survivors 
often display a wide array of self-destructive behaviors. They may slice 
their arms, thighs, and genitalia with knives, razors, or shards of broken 
glass. Jonathan Norton, Fr. James Hopkin’s alleged victim, bloodied his 
arms with a box cutter and attempted suicide more than once before the 
age of seventeen.34 A teenaged male victim of Fr. Michael Hands of Long 
Island, allegedly abused for eighteen months, also cut his arms.35

 Survivors burn themselves with cigarettes, pull hair from their heads 
or pubic areas, walk through deserted areas alone at night, play chicken 
with trains at railroad crossings, pick up strangers in bars to have unpro-
tected and anonymous sex, drive recklessly at high speeds, gamble com-
pulsively, or further destroy their minds and bodies with alcohol and the 
whole range of street drugs. Of thirty-two adult survivors of sexual abuse 
by a priest interviewed by the Toledo Blade, 50 percent had abused drugs 
or alcohol until confronting their traumatic histories, usually in therapy.36 
Studies suggest that between 60 and 80 percent of male and female pros-
titutes have histories of child or adolescent sexual abuse.37 Survivors also 
are two to three times more likely than adults without abuse histories to 
make at least one suicide attempt in their lives.38

 Survivor self-abuse performs a myriad of functions. A quick inventory 
of survivors’ motivations to act self-destructively includes punishment for 
the abuse they blame themselves for; mastering victimization by taking 
charge of the timing and execution of harm; attacking the internalized 
abusers by whom they are “possessed”; and self-medicating turbulent af-
fective storms. Engaging in dangerous or self-destructive acts also repre-
sents an unconscious attempt to reach states of hyperarousal that then 
trigger the release of brain opioids, providing a temporary sense of calm.39 
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At an even more deeply unconscious level, self-destructive sexual abuse 
survivors often want to turn the tables on present-day stand-ins for those 
who violated and neglected them. Here, they long to see their own terror, 
helplessness, impotent rage, and shocked recognition of betrayal reflected 
now on the faces of others in their lives.
 Both male and female sexual abuse survivors often act out self-
 destructively. In addition, male survivors may act out aggressively toward 
others, getting into fights, committing crimes, or, rarely, even abusing 
others sexually. Masculine gender norms make it difficult for men to ac-
knowledge victimization. Experiencing themselves as demasculinized or 
even feminized by sexual abuse, some male survivors develop compen-
satory aggressive personas through which they frighten and even harm 
others.40

 Two of Fr. Larry Brett’s sexual abuse victims went on to sexually vio-
late others, passing the baton of suffering to another generation.41 Another, 
Mark Frechette, died in prison at age twenty-seven in an apparent gym 
accident.42 Soon after Brett began to perform oral sex on him, Frechette 
turned from a straight-A student to a high school drop-out who started 
to burglarize homes. Before his death, he had spent time in a psychiatric 
hospital as well as in prison.

Spiritual Sorrow
Unlike other forms of sexual abuse, the sexual exploitation of a Catholic 
child or adolescent by a priest directly assails the minor’s religious faith and 
broader spiritual functioning. This assault on faith historically has been 
exacerbated within the Catholic Church by the failure of many Church 
officials to provide a pastoral response to victims coming forward with 
their stories. When a young person is victimized by a man purporting to 
represent the living Christ and when that man’s crimes are tolerated by 
cardinals, bishops, provincial superiors, or other officials, the individual’s 
ability to believe in a just and merciful God often is dismantled. Even 
more assuredly, trust and belief in Catholicism, instilled early on in the 
victim, is shattered.
 Many victims of priest abuse have turned away from Catholicism. Of 
128 plaintiffs suing the Archdiocese of Louisville, 84 no longer consider 
themselves Catholics; 75 of the 84 feel they lost their faith because of their 
abuse or the Church’s response to it.43 Some survivors develop a cynicism 
about all religion. Dr. X, a patient of trauma expert Richard Gartner, says 
the following:
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The fact that it was a priest [who abused him] was cataclysmic. It 
taught me that there is a lie in the world. I developed a slowly evolving 
cynicism. As I got older and gave up on my piety, I grew to hate 
the smells, sounds, feelings of Church—the incense, the collars, the 
robes. My spirituality and ability to believe in a higher power were 
destroyed.44

Other survivors continue to feel a great hole in their life where practic-
ing Catholicism or some other spiritual devotion should be. Julian, an-
other patient of Dr. Gartner’s, reports that he is a religious man without 
a church:

I went to seminary because Catholicism means something to me. But, 
now, I can’t go into a church without feeling I will vomit. My wife says, 
“Let’s go to an Episcopalian Church—it’s almost the same!” But it’s not 
the same. I’m not an Episcopalian, I’m a Catholic. And there’s nowhere 
I can go to be one.45
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Chapter  3

Suffering, Submission,  
and Sadomasochism

The Valorization of Suffering

Until Vatican II, themes of suffering dominated much of the iconography 
and narration of Catholic theology. Some Catholic thinkers even seemed 
to idealize suffering. This valorization of suffering may have supported the 
behavior of abusing priests while influencing other Catholics, including 
many bishops and the Vatican, to minimize the suffering of sexual abuse 
victims.
 Jesus spent thirty-three years among his fellow human beings. The 
Gospels tell us little about his life between the ages of twelve and thirty. At 
thirty, Jesus began his public life as an itinerant preacher. The Gospels do 
tell us that, during his three years of ministry, he enjoyed good food, good 
drink, and good company (Matt. 7:10, Luke 5:33). He went fishing with 
the Apostles (Luke 5:6–10) and visited close friends like Lazarus, Martha, 
and Mary (Luke 10:38). Jesus worked hard to lift the psychological, physi-
cal, and spiritual torments of a host of men, women, and children, many 
of them objects of the social prejudices of the day, like lepers (Matt. 8:23, 
Luke 5:12–13) and the mad (Matt. 4:24). Nowhere in Matthew, Mark, 
Luke, or John is it suggested that suffering is a good thing in and of itself, 
to be sought out. Rather, the Gospels imply that Jesus realized that suffer-
ing, while both inevitable and potentially transformational, also could be 
an impediment to living a full, rich, productive life in relationship with 
others. Often after curing someone, for example, Jesus sent them back to 
their lives without requiring greater repayment than living life well, with 
love and respect for self, others, and God. Similarly, Jesus did not cel-
ebrate death but rather restored temporal life to a number of individuals, 
including his friend Lazarus. The Gospels understand physical suffering 
and death to be symbolic of soul sickness, or sin. It is significant, however, 
that Jesus lifted sin by alleviating bodily suffering and death. Theologian 



40 Perversion of Power

Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, in fact, states that the central theme of Jesus’ 
life and ministry is not ultimate suffering but the ultimate celebration of 
life lived by whole, healthy, strong people and symbolized by the festivity 
of a banquet feast.1

 Despite the celebration of temporal, historical life portrayed in the 
Gospels, some within the Church came to emphasize the suffering and 
death of Christ as central iconographic and narrative themes.2 It is impor-
tant to note that veneration of the crucifix developed gradually. Crosses 
were not part of public Christian symbology until Constantine abolished 
crucifixion as a means of capital punishment.3 Crosses after that were 
elaborately carved or gemmed and were intended to represent the Resur-
rection rather than the Crucifixion; veneration of a crucifix was not intro-
duced until the fifth century.4 The realistic crucifixes found in American 
churches prior to Vatican II began to appear only in the thirteenth century 
and were not customary at church altars until 1570.5 At that point, it 
had become Christ-as-crucified—crowned with thorns, nails piercing his 
hands and feet, blood dripping from his wounds—that dominated the 
center space of worship as an idealized icon of pathos and pain. In addi-
tion to the dominance of the crucified Jesus over the altar, the Stations of 
the Cross (a sequence of wall art placed on both side of a church) drew 
the faithful to reflect on Jesus as he was condemned, scourged, burdened 
with the cross, nailed to the wood, ridiculed, died, and was buried. (Think 
how the psychological culture of Catholicism might have developed differ-
ently had churches featured, for instance, the gloriously risen Christ and 
the Stations of the Beatitudes [Matt. 5:3–11], which emphasize the human 
qualities Jesus valued.)
 In addition to emphasizing the Crucifixion over other aspects of Jesus’ 
life, ministry, and Resurrection, the Roman Catholic Church developed a 
theology of atonement through which it taught that Jesus died for the sins 
of all humankind, past, present, and future. Author and inactive priest 
James Carroll says that St. Anselm (1033–1109) solidified the Crucifixion 
as the central Christological and salvific event:

The first result of Anselm’s theology of salvation was to solder the faith 
to the cross, and to make the death of Jesus more important than . . . 
his having been born, having lived as a Jew, having preached a gospel 
of love . . . . having opposed the imperium of Rome, even having been 
brought to the new life of the Resurrection.6

 Theologian Richard McBrien points out that this meaning of the 
Crucifixion developed gradually and was joined by other interpretations 
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of the cross.7 In addition, McBrien insists that the salvific nature of the 
Crucifixion can be understood as the ultimate triumph over sin and tem-
poral death only in conjunction with the Resurrection and not as an inde-
pendent event.8

 Some theologians disagree with atonement theology entirely. Eliza-
beth Johnson, theologian at Fordham University, cites a variety of other 
theologians when she repudiates the institutional Church’s interpretation 
of Jesus’ death as required or even willingly permitted by God as atone-
ment for sin.9 Rather, Johnson asserts, “Jesus’ death was an act of violence 
brought about by threatened human men, as sin, and therefore against the 
will of a gracious God. It occurred historically in consequence of  Jesus’ 
fidelity to the deepest truths he knew.”10 Johnson’s illustration of the Cru-
cifixion as an exemplar of state terror has a meaningful contemporary 
impact:

Jesus’ death included all that makes death terrifying: state torture, 
physical anguish, brutal injustice, hatred by enemies, the mockery of 
their victorious voices, collapse of his life’s work in ruins, betrayal by 
some close friends, the experience of abandonment by God, and of 
powerlessness in which one ceases to be heroic.11

 There are analogues to the sexual abuse of minors within Johnson’s 
description of the Crucifixion. Physical anguish, brutal injustice, betrayal 
by trusted others, the experience of abandonment by God, and the sense 
of abject powerlessness all are aspects of sexual abuse by priests and of the 
paradigmatic response of many within the Church to victims.
 It is important to note that valorization of suffering was not predes-
tined by the teachings of Jesus. Rather, the emphasis on the crucified 
Christ—instead of on the risen Christ or Jesus, the teacher—developed 
over the first two centuries of Christianity, times during which the early 
Christians were persecuted, first by the Jewish hierarchy and then by the 
Romans. Jesuit psychoanalyst W. W. Meissner suggests that the centrality 
of the Crucifixion in Christian symbology derived in part from the early 
Christians’ identification with Jesus as a persecuted scapegoat.12 In other 
words, the phenomenological experiences of the early Christians rendered 
it psychologically likely that the representation of Jesus with which they 
were inclined to identify most was the brutalized, scorned, and crucified 
man-god. In order to withstand their own suffering as something leading 
to a greater good, the early Christians may have idealized their travails by 
valorizing the horrible suffering of the final day of Jesus’ human life.
 Meissner’s work also helps us understand why themes of suffering 
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continued to predominate as Christianity grew.13 He suggests that the 
persecuted early Christians embraced Jesus’ teaching to turn the other 
cheek in the face of aggression as a way of emulating Jesus’ own response 
to his arrest and torture. Aggression then was projected outward onto oth-
ers who were perceived—often correctly—as hating, fearing, and want-
ing to destroy the new religion. By having external enemies to stand in 
unity against, intragroup aggression and conflict were minimized, allow-
ing Christianity to become ever more universal and codified. Over the 
centuries, sufficient numbers of external enemies surfaced enough of the 
time to facilitate a continued narrative of a suffering Church courageously 
staring down her enemies.
 With so many actual enemies, it became difficult for the Church to 
recognize itself as the instigator of gratuitous aggression and suffering as 
it was, for instance, during the Crusades or the Inquisition. Rather, it de-
veloped an organizational defense of projection, which became fossilized 
and through which the Church blamed external forces for its own short-
comings. Even during the sexual abuse scandal, many Catholic officials 
focused on the suffering of the Church at the hands of the media, lawyers, 
or anti-Catholics rather than on the suffering of children at the hands of 
abusing priests and facilitating prelates.
 In addition to the centrality of the Crucifixion in the iconography 
of the Church, Catholics at least until the 1970s were raised with stories 
of many saints who were martyred for their faith and sometimes, in the 
cases of women, for preserving their virginity. St. Agatha, for example, 
was given to a brothel by a Roman magistrate.14 When she refused her 
customers, she was beaten and imprisoned, her breasts were cut off, and 
she was rolled on live coals in prison.15 Surviving all this, Agatha died 
in an earthquake in jail.16 St. Blase was tortured for his faith with hooks 
and iron combs tearing at his flesh and then was beheaded.17 St. Cecilia 
was locked in a bath by Romans after her Christianity was discovered.18 
Emerging unscathed from the bath, she was partially beheaded and died 
three days later.19 Many stories of the saints are now recognized as legends 
woven around sometimes historically verifiable figures and designed to 
inspire the faithful at various times in history. During the faith formation 
of most bishops, priests, victims, and other laypeople involved in the con-
temporary sexual abuse scandal, however, these stories of the saints were 
taught as truths.
 Even in 2004, when Rev. Arthur J. Serratelli became bishop of Pater-
son, New Jersey, he referred to Maria Goretti in his installation address.20 
Serratelli called Goretti, killed during an attempted rape, a “martyr for 
purity.”21 He said that “her holy life and tragic death challenge us to re-
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new our efforts to safeguard our young—to protect them from insidious 
evil that would rob them of their innocence and scar them for life.”22 
Although emphasizing the need to protect children, Serratelli must have 
been aware that Maria Goretti was presented to young Catholic girls as 
a model not just because she died rather than sacrifice her virginity, but 
also because she forgave her attacker before she died. The new bishop 
pointed out that the killer went to prison, was reformed, and attended 
a communion service with Maria’s mother who also forgave him. Here, 
Serratelli, perhaps unintentionally, seemed to be instructing victims and 
their families to forgive molesting priests, rather than expressing outrage 
about the sexual abuse of minors by priests or vowing as a new bishop to 
hold abusing priests and himself accountable for the protection of minors 
in Paterson. He also seemed to edge toward suggesting that good girls 
would die rather than submit to rape, which essentially blames the victim 
for living through sexual abuse.
 In addition to iconographic and literary valorization of suffering, 
Catholics—especially prior to Vatican II—were taught that temporal suf-
fering could be accepted as a way to move closer in spirit to the cruci-
fied Jesus. Life on earth was but a prelude to eternal life in heaven. The 
implication was that the more graciously one suffered on earth, the more 
sure one could be of reaching heaven with no side trips to purgatory. 
The living, in fact, could “offer up” their earthly pain and tribulations for 
the souls in purgatory, thus shortening sentences there and building up 
enough goodwill in the next world to obviate or at least truncate their 
own stays in purgatory.
 It can be spiritually sound and transformational to accept life’s inevi-
table tribulations and to engage with them as a way to grow spiritually and 
psychologically by patterning oneself after Jesus. Here, it is not suffering 
itself but faith in the potential “resurrection” offered through mature work 
with suffering that gives meaning to the pain we all encounter in human 
life. When suffering becomes isolated as a good in itself, however, spiritual 
health and transformational potential can erode into a pathological valo-
rization of suffering devoid of anticipated triumph. St. Paul (Col. 1: 24) 
illustrates this overvaluing of suffering when he claims that suffering can 
benefit the Church by filling in for what was lacking in Christ’s suffering: 
“I am now rejoicing in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I am 
completing what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, 
that is, the church.”
 As Paul seems to anticipate, at various times in Church history suffer-
ing was not just accepted but sought out. In the Middle Ages, for example, 
some Christian men and women pursued enhanced holiness by employing 
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ascetic practices that today would be considered pathologically self-abu-
sive. Some ascetic women fasted so vigorously that menstrual bleeding 
ceased, a symptom we associate with severe and life-threatening anorexia.23 
Self-flagellation was common in the Middle Ages among monks and some 
holy women.24 Well into the twentieth century, some seminarians were 
expected to engage in what historian Garry Wills terms “masochistic as-
ceticism.”25 For some Jesuits, for example, the “discipline” included flog-
ging oneself with a small whip in the dark at night and wearing prickly 
chains around the waist at certain times.26 Jesuit seminarians also were 
encouraged to walk with pebbles in their shoes, eat foods they particularly 
disliked, and see how long they could function with their eyes lowered.27 
Legionaries of Christ seminarians, some of them just boys, whipped their 
legs and thighs and wore a leather strap studded with hooks around their 
thighs.28 All this suffering was intended to bring the individual closer to 
Christ, a man whose life had been dedicated to lifting humans beings out 
of suffering.
 Given the Church’s idealization of suffering, it is not surprising that 
many Catholic children complaining of the usual childhood and adoles-
cent hurts and betrayals were frequently told by their elders to “offer it 
up” and were thus caught in a conflict. On the one hand, suffering was 
among the best ways to emulate Jesus and the saints and thus should be 
welcomed. On the other hand, no one ever could suffer as horribly as 
Jesus did for us, so any earthly suffering was barely worth mentioning. Suf-
fering greatly in silence therefore was the most virtuous response to bodily, 
emotional, and spiritual pain.
 The valorization of suffering that marked centuries of Catholic teach-
ings, traditions, and much iconography is implicated in the sexual abuse 
crisis. Rev. Mark Roberts, for example, admitted to whipping his male 
victims and pouring hot candle wax on them while they stood with their 
arms outstretched as if they were on a cross, perhaps enacting a perverted 
and sexualized version of the Crucifixion.29 Other clergy and laypeople, 
steeped in the belief that temporal suffering brought closeness to Christ, 
were often unattuned or insufficiently empathic to the suffering imposed 
on sexual abuse victims and survivors. One priest, in fact, told me that 
he had heard a few other priests suggest that survivors of sexual abuse 
had been given the opportunity to share the cross with Jesus and should 
graciously shoulder their burdens. In this scenario, survivors “should” ac-
cept their suffering as an opportunity for enhanced identification with the 
crucified Jesus instead of demanding earthly restitution at the expense of 
the Church.
 After Vatican II, the iconography of Catholicism shifted toward em-
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phasizing more the hope and glory of the risen Christ than the torturous 
sacrifice of the crucified Jesus. Renditions of Jesus on the cross became 
more abstract in a move away from the blood-drenched plaster figures of 
earlier art. Many Catholics under Pope John Paul II, however, began turn-
ing back to the Crucifixion as the central Christological event. John Paul 
II, for  example, stated in his theology of the body that the Crucifixion 
represented the moment of Christ’s nuptial with the Church; according 
to the pope, it was on the cross that Christ became the bridegroom of the 
Church.30 The pope’s own years of public agony from Parkinson’s disease 
concretely illustrated his belief in the salvific role of human suffering. In 
1994, as he became more demonstrably incapacitated, John Paul II said: “I 
must lead [the Church] with suffering. The pope must suffer so that every 
family and the world should see that there is, I would say, a higher gospel: 
the gospel of suffering, with which one must prepare the future.”31

 Whatever may be the theological merits of this construction and 
 others like it, the psychological symbolism is a gruesome conflation of un-
speakable suffering, nuptial union, and holiness that, if internalized, could 
result once again in a troublesome refusal by some Catholics, including 
priests and bishops, to accept personal responsibility for pain and suffering 
inflicted on individuals by members of the Church. Here, complacency 
about and even valorization of suffering substitute for dismay, and the 
wounded are administered even more pain by those ostensibly dedicated 
to pastoral care.

Dominance, Submission, and Sadomasochism

Centralized Authority and Submission
The Catholic Church’s exercise of power through models of dominance 
and submission, sometimes devolving into sadism and masochism, began 
with the early Christian construction of the Crucifixion and continues 
into the twenty-first century. The centrality assigned to the Crucifixion 
in Jesus’ life, the theology of atonement that grew around it, and early 
Christian life under Roman law and government forged a template for 
a religion organized by relationships of domination and submission. As 
the Church developed, the institutional structure became ever more hier-
archically and kyriarchically organized.* By the end of the first century, 

*Kyriarchy, as defined by Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, is “a social-political system of domi-
nation and subordination that is based on the power and rule of the lord/master/father” 
(In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins [New York: 
Crossroad, 2000], 329).
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Pope Clement claimed divine approval of a hierarchical Church structure 
and demanded that bishops and priests close ranks around it. By the time 
of Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274), obedience to God was conflated with 
obedience to the Catholic Church, which in turn merged with obedience 
to the pope, as Aquinas proclaimed that obedience (submission) to the 
pope was necessary for salvation.32

 Today, those power relationships continue in one of the few remain-
ing kyriarchal monarchies. In a world in which democracy is idealized 
and theories about egalitarian power arrangements dominate thinking, at 
least in the West, institutional Catholicism still operates through a power 
system based on sworn obedience to superiors. Here, the papal regent, 
cardinal princes, and bishop lords retain the hierarchical relationships, 
secrecy, and political intrigue of royal courts of old. Ecclesiastical power 
is conferred by the pope and assumed by bishops; there is little room for 
power that is authorized and reauthorized over time by other bishops, 
priests, and laypeople.
 Vatican expert Rev. Thomas J. Reese, S.J., cites an Italian with years 
of Vatican experience: “In this court, the closer you are to the throne, the 
more important you are. Becoming a bishop or cardinal is like entering 
the nobility or royal family, and it is for life. Great deference is given to 
titles and hierarchy.”33 Once ensconced within their chanceries, cardinals 
and bishops historically wielded ultimate power and authority over their 
priests and laypeople. Having usually spent thirty years or more taking 
orders from others, often swallowing personal opinions that diverged from 
those of a superior, it is perhaps not surprising that many bishops expected 
the same deference from subordinates that they had extended to others 
over decades. Too many were unwilling to hear bad news about the sexual 
abuse of minors by priests and too few subordinates were wiling to speak 
up. Thomas Reese, for example, conveys one Vatican consultant’s rules for 
surviving in the power structure of Church:

Don’t think.
If you think, don’t speak.
If you think, and if you speak, don’t write.
If you think, and if you speak, and if you write,  

don’t sign your name.
If you think, and if you speak, and if you write,  

and if you sign your name, don’t be surprised.34

 Successful adherence to this adage simply is not compatible with ef-
fective responses to sexual abuse. Rather, the saying itself is reminiscent of 
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the instructions explicitly or implicitly imposed by the perpetrator on the 
sexually abused minor. In general, power arrangements within the Church 
are symmetrical with those embedded in sexual abuse. Strict hierarchical 
and patriarchal power structures, pervasive secrecy, and speech that is dis-
sociated from truth in order to preserve relational bonds are factors inher-
ent both in sexually abusive families and organizations and in the Catholic 
Church.
 While Vatican II began to move the Church away from relational 
grids based on dominance and submission, Pope John Paul II, whose papal 
term (1978–2005) encompassed almost all the years of the contemporary 
sexual abuse crisis, once again centralized Church power, resuscitating an 
emphasis on dominance and submission. Far from supporting democratic 
debate and the free flow of theological and doctrinal perspectives, John 
Paul is said by many commentators to have governed autocratically, refus-
ing even to entertain discussion about Church teachings he considered ir-
refutable.35 Many topics the pope considered unspeakable were not related 
to dogmas historically deemed unchangeable by the Church, but rather 
included teachings that indeed could be modified if there was the will to 
do so. Moreover, John Paul attempted to strengthen teachings he favored, 
like the ban on the ordination of women, by labeling them definitive or 
irreversible.36 Rather than encouraging theologians and lay experts from 
various disciplines to air, fully delineate, and energetically debate contro-
versial exegeses of Church teachings, especially those related to gender and 
sexuality, John Paul clamped down on anyone he judged to be in dissent 
from his view.37 Further, life could get nasty for anyone who was tagged as 
a dissenter.
 During John Paul’s pontificate, theologians, teachers, priests, brothers, 
and religious women determined by Vatican officials to be in dissent were 
silenced by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, headed by 
Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger—now Pope Benedict XVI (2005–)—through 
processes experienced as humiliating by those censured.38 German moral 
theologian Bernard Häring, for example, was persecuted as a young man 
by the Nazis.39 After being investigated and ultimately silenced by the 
Church for his views on contraception, Haring said, “I would prefer 
Hitler’s courts to another papal interrogation. Hitler’s trials were more 
dangerous, but they were not an offense to my honor.”40 Lavinia Byrne, 
a vowed religious woman and popular British religious radio personality, 
wrote a book on the possibility of ordaining women to the priesthood.41 
In the book, she also recognized contraception as a liberating development 
for contemporary women. After Byrne and her supporters haggled with 
the Vatican for some time over their insistence that she publicly disavow 
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her work and submit to Church teachings on birth control and female 
priests, the Vatican ordered her publisher, the Liturgical Press in Colleg-
eville, Minnesota, to destroy all remaining copies of her book, which they 
did.
 In addition to stifling speech on matters he considered essential, John 
Paul II centralized power even further by diminishing the authority of 
national conferences of bishops to develop policies uniquely suited to their 
country’s needs and character.42 Likewise, the synod of bishops, theoreti-
cally a quadrennial opportunity for bishops worldwide to advise the pope, 
became under John Paul a forum where bishops vied to quote the pope 
in their presentations, thereby demonstrating their familiarity with his 
voluminous documents and proving their personal loyalty to him.43 The 
late Joseph Cardinal Bernadin of Chicago once complained that the pope 
treated his bishops like altar boys, certainly a relationship historically 
based on a boy’s adulation of and obedience to the priest.44

Dominance/Sadism and Submission/Masochism
The paradigm of centralized power organizing Church relationships some-
times devolves from dominance and submission into sadomasochism, as 
evidenced in the treatment of once-respected theologians like Hans Küng, 
whose ideas became suspect at the Vatican and as witnessed in the sexual 
abuse of minors by priests and its cover-up by bishops.
 Sadomasochism carries, in the popular imagination, a variety of defi-
nitions and connotations that tend to evoke strong emotions like disgust 
or morbid fascination. It is also simplified and misunderstood, as when 
the sadist is perceived as experiencing pleasure in administering pain and 
the masochist as taking pleasure in receiving pain. While pleasure of some 
kind and pain may be conflated in certain sadomasochistic enactments, 
they are more complicated than that. Moreover, sadomasochism rests on 
the dynamics of power relationships much more than on concretized pain 
and pleasure.
 Contemporary views of sadomasochism recognize it as a relational 
phenomenon or pattern in which each individual engages in a perverted* 
attempt to find a true representation of himself or herself and another.45 
Psychoanalyst Emmanuel Ghent adds that sadomasochistic relationships 
frequently incorporate corrupted channels through which individuals seek 

*Psychoanalyst Emmanuel Ghent defines perversion as “something akin to distortion, cor-
ruption, diversion, misconstruction” (Ghent, “Masochism, Submission, and Surrender,” 
Contemporary Psychoanalysis 26 [1990]: 108).
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to satisfy a deep longing to surrender, a concept replete with meaning in 
any religious tradition.46 It may be, in fact, that the Church’s conflation of 
surrender and submission generated patterns of sadomasochistic relating 
that have rigidified over two millennia to color the relational ambiance of 
the Church and to support the sexual abuse of minors, which also is often 
embedded in sadistic and masochistic dynamics.
 Ghent suggests that the adaptive longing for surrender is a force draw-
ing the self to discover “one’s identity, one’s sense of self, one’s sense of 
wholeness, even one’s sense of unity with other living beings.”47 Discovery 
of one’s unity with God might be added to Ghent’s list. In surrender, ac-
cording to Ghent, there is no domination or control.48 Surrender is pas-
sionate, joyful, filled with Eros. It also can be marked by fury and dread 
because surrender often involves the temporary chaos of breaking down 
the false and the petrified in order to embrace authentic and fluid experi-
ences of self and other, including God.49 Surrender results in growth, 
transformation, and acceptance of self, others, and the world. The capac-
ity for surrender is promoted by developmental relational environments in 
which children and, later, adults are encouraged to play, to express a wide 
range of feelings about themselves and others, to risk knowing and being 
known, and in which they are accepted for who they are and who they are 
becoming through relationship with self and others.
 Not all early and later relational contexts are conducive to safe sur-
render. Some parents and elders refuse to honor children in their fullness 
and paradoxical facets; adults can experience similar relational dynamics 
with superiors. In these cases, caretakers or elders in power are willing to 
recognize only those elements of another’s subjectivity that are in align-
ment with their own or that in some way comply with what the elder 
needs to experience in order to support his or her own often insecure self-
system. Surrender in that relational surround is unsafe, and submission or 
masochism becomes a corrupted and corrupting substitute that ensures 
ongoing attachment but at the cost of authenticity.50 While surrender in-
volves discovery and liberation from falseness, in submission, individuals 
experience themselves as puppets of another’s power.51 Self-knowledge, 
self-discovery, and self-recognition atrophy as one becomes a compliant 
false self, serving another’s psychological or material needs.52 In submis-
sion, resignation replaces acceptance and weightedness takes over joy.53 
Ghent depicts submission this way:

Submission, losing oneself in the power of the other, becoming enslaved 
in one way or another to the master, is the ever available look alike 
to surrender. It holds out the promise, seduces, excites, enslaves, and, 
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in the end, cheats the seeker-turned-victim out of his cherished goal, 
offering in its place only the security of bondage and an ever amplified 
sense of futility.54

 Once a submissive/masochistic relational stance is routinized, the 
search for recognition of self is turned toward another who is perceived 
to have the power to bestow that recognition.55 Psychoanalyst Jessica 
Ben jamin says, “This other has the power for which the self longs, and  
through this recognition she gains it, though vicariously.”56 And ephem-
erally, necessitating the serial reenactment of the masochistic relational 
position.
 Sadism, suggests Ghent, represents the corruption of a deep longing 
to know the true self of another; to find, penetrate, and recognize the 
authentic other in all his or her fullness and inner diversity.57 When early 
and later caretakers defend or retaliate against being probed and known 
by their charges, the latter may pervert adaptive seeking of another into a 
determination to control and dominate the other. For the dominator/sa-
dist, others are valuable primarily as reflections of his or her own power. 
Power conflates with being so that the sadist is reassured about her or his 
existence only when there is another from whom submission is extracted. 
Ultimately, loneliness prevails for the sadist.58 He or she cannot truly be 
known because that requires ceding power to the other. Nor can she or he 
truly know another who has, through submission, become objectified and 
dehumanized.
 As we saw earlier, some interpretations of the Crucifixion are en-
crusted with sadomasochism. They dictate that God the Father sent his 
only son to earth to die for the sins of humankind. Knowing what would 
happen to Jesus and witnessing it when it occurred, this God had Jesus 
submit to his Father’s plan. In real life, only a dangerously psychotic or 
viciously sadistic father would engage in such madness. Any parent ap-
proaching normalcy would throw himself against his son’s tormentors and 
die trying to save the life of his adult child. Elizabeth Johnson, for exam-
ple, says: “One can imagine a loving mother or father suffering the grief 
of the loss of a son due to an unjust death; how terribly often this happens 
in our world. But to think that the parent takes the initiative in arranging 
the sacrifice—here imagination reaches its limits and humanistic values 
rise up in protest.”59

 When the Crucifixion is emphasized as a solitary event, it can appear 
to the human imagination that God the Father choreographed infanticide; 
that he produced and directed a snuff film in which he cast his son in the 
starring role. It is difficult to imagine a more sadistic scenario. This one, 
unfortunately, sometimes became the iconic image of fatherhood passed 
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down through generations of Church “fathers,” an image formed to valo-
rize the suffering of the Crucifixion over the rest of Jesus’ temporal life and 
resurrected presence.
 We have also seen that alternative theologies of the Crucifixion are of-
fered by contemporary theologians. Interestingly, these provide a relational 
paradigm antithetical to sadomasochism, one anchored instead in surren-
der and mutual recognition. If Jesus, in fact, died for his most deeply held 
beliefs, he surrendered to experiences of self and others through which 
he remained heroically aligned with his truest self and his love for others. 
Here, Jesus could not betray the fullness of his being nor his unity with 
this world and God’s by compromising love and truth as he knew them. 
Similarly, his Father recognized his son and his integrity and therefore 
could not subvert Jesus’ journey by changing the course of events. God the 
Father only could offer himself to his son to be accessed and known and, 
in that way, hold up Jesus throughout his horrific suffering.
 In this reimagining of the meaning of the Crucifixion, father and son 
surrender to the experience of knowing and being known by one another. 
Their relationship is embedded in mutuality, respect, and reciprocal sur-
render. Had this version of the Crucifixion become mainstream theology, 
it might have been more difficult for clerical “fathers” to dehumanize and 
demand submission by children in their care or for the father’s fathers, the 
bishops, and provincial superiors to behave so callously toward the victims 
of their priests.
 However, such a version of the Crucifixion was not predominant. 
As victims of sadistic persecution, the early Christians may have failed to 
recog nize Jesus, rather imposing on him a submissive/masochistic rela-
tional stance that, in turn, provided them with a figure with whom they 
could identify. Unknowingly, they perhaps confounded surrender and 
submission, infusing the early Church with themes of domination and 
submission rather than recognition and reciprocity.
 It is not unusual for an abuser who enacts dominance/sadism to expe-
rience himself subjectively as a victim. We have seen this throughout the 
Church scandal as bishops and Vatican officials blame the media, greedy 
lawyers, and dissenting Catholics for the scope of their problems. In other 
instances, the sadist enacts his violence without compunction because he 
perceives himself to be justified; so successful has been the dominance of 
another that the individual is seen more as a threatening thing than as a 
three-dimensional human being. We have witnessed this dynamic as well 
in bishops who castigated victims or their families for coming forward, 
ordering them into silence rather than embracing them as fellow travelers 
in need. Masochists, on the other hand, sometimes feel that they are “bad” 
even when they are being victimized and therefore collude with their fur-
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ther dehumanization. The sexual abuse crisis generated stories of victims 
who allowed themselves to be silenced by bishops or who were continually 
surprised by the Church’s hardball legal tactics. These people, trained to 
submit, hoped against all hope that their Church would recognize them 
and voluntarily make efforts to heal them.
 Dominance/sadism and submission/masochism are rooted primar-
ily in the dynamics of power, and power often is an aphrodisiac. When 
Eros and its expression are suppressed or oppressively regulated, as they 
have been for much of Church history, power can become even more 
eroticized. The more that power is exercised through organizational rela-
tional structures that mitigate against surrender hued with Eros, the more 
likely relationships will be configured through sadomasochistic dynam-
ics.  Psychologist and inactive priest Eugene Kennedy bridges the concepts 
of power, sadomasochism, and eroticism when he discusses the silencing  
of theologians dissenting from Catholic teachings important to John  
Paul II:

To this day, men and women who wish to remain in “good standing” 
. . . are forced to reenact what we may call the Galileo Myth. They must 
surrender [author’s note: I would say submit] themselves—mind, heart, 
will—to their accusers, disown their creation, forsake their potency by 
giving up what they can bring forth from themselves and, therefore, 
maim themselves intentionally and suicidally at the command of, 
and to gratify, the Institution. . . . Men and women must submit 
and accept the conditions that . . . desexualize them by numbing 
their creativity, forcing them to abort what they beget through their 
generativity. . . . This profound humiliation is sexual in its intent and 
erotic in its gratification, as it aims not just to correct but to wound 
offenders in their generativity, in the sexually striated core energies of 
their being.60

 As Kennedy implies, the sadomasochistic relationship is moribund; 
it kills off the hope of genuine surrender in both parties. Authenticity is 
corroded until it becomes a false-self masquerade. Here, arousal, nerve-
jangling excitation, and ultimate exhaustion play perverted understudy 
roles to transformational erotic excitement, sensuality, and reimagined life. 
Despite the erotic (really pseudo-erotic) channels through which sado-
masochism often is enacted, Benjamin insists that the sadomasochistic 
relationship “metaphorically . . . and sometimes literally . . . tends toward 
death or, at any rate, towards deadness, numbness, the exhaustion of sen-
sation.”61 That death has walked amid the sexual abuse crisis is disturb-
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ingly evident in the multiple suicides among accused priests and alleged 
victims, as well as in several murders in which priests or former priests are 
the primary suspects.
 A number of priests and ex-priests have committed suicide after being 
accused of sexual abuse. Former priest Sigfried Widera, for example, faced 
charges of molesting three Wisconsin boys and four California boys.62 
He fled to Mexico to avoid arrest and took his life by jumping off a hotel 
balcony there. Accused molester Rev. Richard Lower of New Hampshire 
allegedly committed suicide one week after a man accused Lower of sexu-
ally abusing him years ago.63 Former priest Andrew Burke of Colorado 
shot himself while being investigated for sexually abusing a teenage boy in 
the 1970s.64 Rev. Ryan Erickson of Hudson, Wisconsin, hanged himself in 
2004 while he was under investigation for murdering two men.65 In 2005, 
a judge concluded that the evidence against Erickson was overwhelm-
ing and that he killed Dan O’Connell and a student visiting O’Connell 
because O’Connell was going to report Erickson for sexually abusing mi-
nor boys.66 At the trial, evidence was entered that Erickson also carried a 
handgun that he pointed out a church window at people he disliked, beat 
his dog, placed firecrackers in the mouths of fish and blew them up, and 
had hardcore child pornography on his computer filed under “holy Mass 
prayers.”67

 In 2004, Janet Patterson had a list of 145 alleged victims of priest 
sexual abuse who had killed themselves.68 One was her son, Eric, an al-
leged victim of former priest and convicted child molester Robert Lar-
son.69 Eric shot himself when he was twenty-nine years old; four other 
alleged victims of Larson also have committed suicide.70 Dennis Brown 
of New Jersey was the lead plaintiff in a suit against Rev. James Collins; 
Brown drank antifreeze in what was ruled a suicide attempt one week 
before the case was to go public.71 James Kelly, thirty-seven, also of New 
Jersey and an alleged victim of former priest Robert Hanley, killed himself 
by stepping in front of a train.72 Three alleged Oregon victims—Larry 
Lynn Craven, forty-nine; Peter Ryan, forty-four, and Steven Colvin, forty-
three—all committed suicide, prompting the plaintiffs’ attorney to request 
that funds be freed from the bankruptcy proceedings of the Archdiocese 
of Portland to provide counseling for victims.73 Kevin McDonough, al-
leged victim of Rev. Peter Frost, and Patrick McSorley, alleged victim of 
Rev. John Geoghan, both of Boston, died of drug overdoses; both victims 
had made previous suicide attempts.74

 The Magdalene homes, Irish laundries that housed about thirty thou-
sand girls and women during a period of 150 years before the last one 
closed in 1996, are particularly gruesome example of sadomaso chism 
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deriving in part from the relational power structure of the Catholic 
Church.75 Unwed mothers or young women who were judged to be too 
“loose” were placed in the laundries by their families and/or their priests.76 
Other residents included orphans, the retarded, and illegitimate children 
who were thought to be in potential moral danger.77 The babies of unwed 
mothers were taken from them at birth and given up for adoption without 
the birth mother’s consent. The laundries were

virtual slave labor camps. . . . [The girls] were put to work without 
pay. . . . They were completely cut off from their families, and many 
lost touch with them forever. . . . [T]he girls were given numbers 
instead of names. They were forbidden to speak, except to pray. If they 
broke any rule or tried to escape, the nuns beat them over the head 
with heavy iron keys, put them in solitary confinement, or shipped 
them off to a mental hospital.78

 Mary Norris, a former laundry resident, was taken from her mother 
by the local priest who decided that Mary’s mother was unfit because she 
had begun a relationship with a man.79 Arriving first at an orphanage, she 
says that one nun, Sister Laurence, responded to her frightened tears by 
saying: “What are you crying for? You know your mother is a tramp, an 
evil woman.”80 Later, Mary was placed in a Magdalene laundry in Cork:

Her hair was chopped short. She was given the name Myra and made 
to dress in a long gray shift, thick stockings and a white cap that 
marked her as a penitent. . . . Once, when she refused to work or eat 
. . . . she was made to lie prostrate on the floor at bedtime, endlessly 
repeating, “Through my fault, through my fault, through my most 
grievous fault.”81

 The Magdalene laundries, brought to life in the 2003 film The Mag-
dalene Sisters, were exemplars of the Church’s organization of relationships 
through dominance and submission. This model was carried to a sado-
masochistic extreme in the Irish laundries, where the girls were stripped 
of their identities and could survive only by complying perfectly with the 
sadistic demands of the nuns and priests running these institutions. The 
nuns’ and priests’ apparent paradoxical obsession with and hatred of erotic 
beauty and youthful sensuality, much less frank sexuality, were enacted 
through erotically charged humiliation of the girls in their “care.”
 These examples of sadism and masochism bespeak, at least in part, the 
emphasis on submission and dominance prevalent within many Church 
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relationships. The majority of priests and almost all of the bishops in-
volved in the scandal were trained when such pathological practices and 
relational templates were accepted and even at times idealized, rather than 
viewed with skepticism, much less abhorrence. Under these relational cir-
cumstances, it may not be so surprising that the sexual abuse of minors 
evoked such little outrage within the Church until the early twenty-first 
century. The kind of sadomasochistic power dynamics inherent in sexual 
abuse were ingrained in the relational patterns of the Church. The body 
must submit to the mind/spirit, and juniors must submit to the most 
inhumane demands of superiors. The laity must submit to the clergy, and 
children must submit to parents, including their clerical “fathers.” Who 
in this chain of submission could raise their voices against the abuse of the 
Church’s young?
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Chapter  4 

Embodied and Gendered Souls

The perversion of power relationships often characteristic of the Catholic 
Church sometimes was eroticized and expressed sexually. It is therefore 
necessary to unpack Catholic teachings about bodies, gender, desire, sexu-
ality, and sexual orientation to illustrate the links between the Catholic 
theology of sexuality, the valorization of suffering, sadomasochism, and 
the sexual abuse crisis. We begin with bodies and gender.

Embodied Souls

The human body is the foundational imprint of the human story. Whether 
one turns to Genesis or to Darwin to discover the origins of humankind, 
it is clear that intelligent life is embodied. Bodies are so central to the hu-
man story that, according to Christian beliefs, God sent his offspring to 
spend time on earth as a particular body, a fully human body.
 As a body, Jesus must have experienced all the stages of human de-
velopment. When he was a little boy, Jesus likely had stomachaches, fell 
and skinned his knee, cuddled with Mary and Joseph, liked certain foods 
better than others, and perhaps hit his hand with a hammer from time to 
time while learning to be a carpenter. He probably got his feelings hurt 
when kids fought with him and may have felt competitive with other 
children when they played together. As an adolescent, Jesus would have 
experienced nocturnal emissions, unpredictable erections, and the need to 
accommodate to a newly deepened voice. His stomach may have gone on 
elevator rides when Nazarene girls or boys he had crushes on passed by. 
In adulthood, Jesus enjoyed eating and drinking, surely in part because 
of the bodily sensations arising from those activities. Certainly, he danced 
at the weddings of family and friends, and he undoubtedly sweat doing 
carpentry in the heat of Middle Eastern summers.
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 Throughout the Gospels, the health of the body and the soundness of 
the soul are connected. During the three years of his public ministry, Jesus 
healed others primarily by alleviating physical symptoms, often using his 
hands to minister to other bodies. Even if we view the physical conditions 
healed by Jesus as symbols of soul sickness, it is relevant that the Gospels 
portray Jesus using his body to reach through the bodies of others into 
their souls. Finally, during his torture and crucifixion by the Romans, 
Jesus almost certainly vomited, urinated, and defecated while hanging na-
ked on the cross.* Here, he suffered bodily before attaining spiritual and 
physical transcendence through the Resurrection.
 God’s decision to incarnate divinity through the body of Jesus might 
have influenced Christians to honor the body as a sign of divine approval 
of the human body and all its functions. In such a view, the body would 
be on equal footing with the mind and the soul. In fact, each human 
could be considered a symbolic representation of the trinitarian nature of 
the Christian deity, incorporating three divinely inspired elements none of 
which were idealized or devalued at the expense of the others. Within this 
paradigm, the full life of any one of the trinity would be mutually depen-
dent on the full life of the other two, as body, mind, and soul continually 
inscribed and were inscribed by one another.
 Instead of this holistic view of human beings, Christianity, influenced 
by Neoplatonist and Stoic philosophical trends and by the relational con-
text of dominance and submission already taking hold in the Church, 
developed within its first two centuries a theology in which the body, 
particularly the sexual body, was placed in antagonistic relationship with 
the spirit.1 Bodies, which were thought to need taming, became equated 
with sex organs and were imbued with shame instead of reverence. St. 
Paul (Rom. 7:23) says of himself, “I see in my members another law at 
war with the law of my mind, making me captive to the law of sin that 
dwells in my members.” Bodies and especially sex organs were said to be 
potentially dangerous distractions from an individual’s spiritual quest. St. 
Paul (Rom. 8:10) captures this splitting into “bad” body and “good” soul 
when he says, “But if Christ is in you, though the body is dead because of 
sin, the Spirit is life because of righteousness.”
 It is important to remember that the shame and potential danger 
were man-made, not God-given, attributes of the body.2 Mark Jordan, 
professor of religion at Emory University, reminds us: “Certainly it is not 
God who is ashamed of human genitals—or God who pulls back from the 

*The Romans hung their prisoners naked on crosses to be crucified. Although he is rarely 
portrayed this way, Jesus would have been crucified naked as well.
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shame meant to be inflicted on Jesus by crucifying him naked. We are the 
ones ashamed both of our human bodies as created and of what we do to 
human bodies when we want to humiliate them.”3

 As the iconography of the Church developed over centuries, Jesus’ 
body was usually distorted to omit his genitalia. Hanging on almost every 
crucifix was not a naked man, but rather a body whose genitalia were 
covered by a loincloth. Some crucifixes did not even have genitals carved 
or cast under the loincloths, rendering the body of Jesus that of a prepu-
bescent girl or a eunuch from the waist down. The loincloths covered an 
absence where a presence once was, a presence exposed during the Cruci-
fixion. Whereas God allowed Jesus’ full body to be known by humanity, 
man (and it has been primarily men) deprived Jesus of his bodily fullness 
in artistic renditions of him. Further, as Jordan points out, talking about 
Jesus’ genitals usually is considered irreverent:

[T]he genitals of Jesus are typically and normatively excluded from 
speech. To talk about them is indecent or provocative or blasphemous. 
To meditate on them would be obscene. We are urged to meditate on 
Jesus’ acts and sufferings. We are asked to gaze on imaginary portraits 
of him and picture for ourselves his height and weight, the color of his 
skin or the length of his hair. But if our meditation should drift down 
toward his pelvis, we are immediately rebuked and then condemned as 
perverted or pornographic.4

 The obsession with covering genitals, betraying perhaps an underly-
ing obsessional interest in genitals, reached the Vatican where it was at 
one time ordered that loincloths be added to Michelangelo’s nudes in the 
Sistine Chapel.5 Pope John Paul II had the art restored to its original form 
when the Sistine Chapel was renovated during his papacy.6

 Dualistic views of a shamefully provocative body seducing an ideal-
ized soul to fall away from Christ continued to influence Catholic iconog-
raphy and traditions until Vatican II. Until then, priests customarily wore 
cassocks that resembled long, tailored dresses; some priests still favor this 
garb. At Mass, they were covered in layers of vestments. Similarly, vowed 
religious women’s bodies were invisible, encased in habits. While this at-
tire was consistent with the culture in which it was first worn, it outlived 
its social surround. These garments, however, continued to reflect the 
Church’s problematic view of bodies. They rendered bodies invisible and 
caused bodily discomfort, a daily dose of small suffering (or not so small, 
teaching in June in a classroom without air conditioning) that could be 
graciously accepted and offered up.
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 Most of the priests and all of the bishops involved in the contempo-
rary sexual abuse crisis up to 2002 were trained when seminaries main-
tained a dualistic view of body and soul. The genitals were again the 
emphasized concern. In some seminaries, men had to wear bathing suits 
when they showered lest their genitals be noticed by them or others.7 In 
other seminaries, the students were required to tuck their shirts into their 
trousers using paddles so that their hands would not “accidentally” brush 
their genitals.8 This kind of profound dissociation of body, especially geni-
talia, from mind and spirit may have created within many priests an odd 
relationship with their own bodies.
 Despite the demands of the body, body experiences, and particularly 
forbidden sexual body experiences, were likely to take on a “not me” qual-
ity. The “I” most acceptable to many a priest and to those around him 
was a peculiarly disembodied “I.” Further, too many messages from the 
embodied self were likely to be infused with fear and shame, ensuring that 
dissociative barriers between the body and “I” were maintained. Finally, 
as an “other Christ,” a priest strove to emulate Christ and, as we have 
seen, Catholic iconography most often offered a body of Christ that was 
feminized or eunuchized, certainly not a helpful body image for a priest 
to internalize and with which to identify.
 Few around the priest were likely to value his genitals, and Jesus’ geni-
tals were not available as icons to meditate on, pray about, or identify with 
for guidance. Within the Church, many priests could not turn to their 
spiritual fathers, bishops, or provincial superiors for reassurance about 
their genital adequacy since those men were likely to be living in the same 
kind of body-soul dissociation. Youngsters, especially pubescent or slightly 
older male adolescents, may have been sought out by priests unconsciously 
looking for a male who knew what to do with genitalia and who could 
reassure the priest about the presence, value, and adequacy of his own 
genitals and thus his body. In a peculiar reversal of Oedipal dynamics, 
therefore, some fathers/priests may have searched for their lost body parts 
by merging with their sons/victims. Further, many of the boys abused by 
priests were around the same age that the priest was when he began to 
consider seriously a vocation or entered the seminary and “lost” his body/
genitals. For the priest, the abuse may have represented an unconscious 
attempt to re-find his body where he last fully experienced it—in adoles-
cence—and to jump-start stalled stages of psychosexual development.
 When and if the priest recognized the abusiveness of his behavior, the 
inherent shamefulness of his body would likely be confirmed and even 
greater defensive dissociation might ensue. To that extent, the subjective 
experience of the priest may well have been a vague sense of his body do-
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ing something separate from the self identified as “I.” Why would “he” be 
too concerned or feel badly since “he” had done nothing? Similarly, when 
a bishop learned of his priest’s sexual abusiveness, his own shame about the 
unruliness of his body, as well as the priest’s, may have caused him to avert 
his gaze from the situation and hurry to restore the status quo. “Looking” 
meant seeing bodies/genitals—the bishop’s, his priest’s/son’s, the victim’s. 
Few bishops were prepared for those sights, so bureaucratic blindfolds 
were often used to create an absence where indeed there was a presence. 
When victims, the media, plaintiffs’ attorneys, and others demanded that 
Christ’s suffering and nakedness, now represented by the victims, be en-
gaged, bishops—perhaps anxiety ridden and ashamed—looked away.
 Pope John Paul II attempted to restore the body as the essence of 
humanity and insisted that it should be revered and honored.9 He empha-
sized that the experience of embodiment is fundamental for every person, 
even more fundamental than the gender of the body.10 John Paul echoed 
anthropologist and psychoanalyst Muriel Dimen in stating that the body 
is the signifier of the person’s individuality and interiority.11 In rectifying 
the Church’s historical devaluation of the body, John Paul welcomed the 
body as a God-designed expression of creation and spirit. In the process, 
however, the pope moved to an opposite extreme in which the body be-
came an overvalued emblem of sacredness.
 Bodies—how they are dressed, portrayed in art and advertising, nour-
ished—symbolize culture and the power relationships within that cul-
ture.12 To that extent, it is not only the Catholic Church that has yet to 
construct a paradigm of flesh that neither overvalues nor denigrates the 
body. In much of today’s Western culture, the body dominates the ico-
nography. In diametric opposition to the Church, much of society equates 
the perfect body with the perfect life. While John Paul insisted that the 
subjectivity of the body must never be compromised, many aspects of 
twenty-first-century culture dis-grace the body by glorifying its ultimate 
objectification. It is perhaps only when holistic views of the body acquire 
cultural acceptance, including within the Church, that bodies will be in-
tegrated with psyche and soul sufficiently well to reduce the likelihood of 
bodies becoming the instruments and inscriptions of sexual abuse.

Gendered Bodies

Contemporary studies and theorizing about gender have significantly al-
tered the ways in which gender is understood in society.13 Today, gender is 
not considered fixed, even within one individual. Rather, there is within 
each man or woman a multiplicity of more or less intense experiences 
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of maleness and femaleness as well as nongendered experiences of being. 
In addition, implied in the terms “man” and “woman,” “masculine” and 
“feminine,” are politically mediated ideas about dominance versus submis-
sion, active versus passive, subject versus object, taking versus taking care 
of. Muriel Dimen says: “[G]ender is not an essence but a set of relation-
ships14 Masculinity and femininity are a sort of cultural code signifying 
not only (anatomical and representational) sexual differences, but other 
qualities, entities, and relationships that have nothing to do with it.”15

 Despite contemporary scholarship on gender and progress in the area 
of gender equality, the genders still are not valued equally in our culture. 
Rather, biological males and females are pressured to conform to certain 
socially and politically determined aims. The Catholic Church remains 
even more firmly rooted in dualistic paradigms of gender that are impli-
cated in the sexual abuse crisis.

Can Real Men Be Priests?
Although this may seem like a specious question, it is not, and the an-
swer is, well, yes, but often no. While male is the favored gender within 
Catholicism and priests are the favored males, Church doctrines and tra-
ditions offer contradictory and confusing constructions of maleness for 
priests. Not only does the Church present its clergy with internally incon-
sistent messages regarding clerical genderedness, but priestly maleness is 
(and always has been) meaningfully divergent from culturally stereotypical 
male gender characteristics and roles. While many priests attain a maturity 
through which they can honor their differences from culturally normative 
secular men, others may become increasingly insecure about their own 
masculinity when culturally stereotypical gender roles are unavailable to 
them.
 The Church takes a concrete approach to gender and insists that since 
Jesus was a biological male, his priestly representatives must also be male. 
Further, the Church argues that the twelve Apostles were male, shoring 
up teachings that only biological males can be priests. In order to do this, 
the institutional Church has had to close its eyes to contemporary biblical 
scholarship and feminist theology indicating that early texts suggest the 
presence of female disciples who served in ministry.16 Here, the Church 
accepts some biblical and historical texts and their exegesis at the expense 
of others, which helps to preserve both kyriarchy and patriarchy.*

*Patriarchy is seen as the domination of men over women. Patriarchy is subsumed into 
kyriarchy, a term that includes the dominance of some men over other men, as well as over 



 Embodied and Gendered Souls 63

 The Church, while requiring priests to be biological men, then places 
many of them in a situation in which they are prevented from conforming 
to most of the roles by which society judges manliness. Perhaps even more 
important, priests are proscribed from achieving some culturally norma-
tive markers of adult manhood—marriage, children, family support and 
care responsibilities. In addition to priests’ inability to follow the wider 
society’s acknowledged routes to adult manhood, they are conditioned 
to play some traditionally feminine roles. For example, until Vatican II 
priests wore cassocks, which not only hid their bodies but also resembled 
dresses. Especially during the formative years of many priests and almost 
all bishops involved in the sexual abuse crisis, at Mass and other ceremo-
nial functions clergy were clad in “women’s” fabrics: satins, laces, silks, and 
fur.
 There are, of course, exceptions to this presentation of priestly life. 
Some priests, like Rev. Theodore Hesburgh, former president of the Uni-
versity of Notre Dame, shouldered challenging responsibilities. He sat on 
a number of U.S. presidential commissions and built Notre Dame into 
an expanded and world-recognized institution of learning. Other, less-re-
nowned priests, serving in underprivileged urban areas or in foreign mis-
sions, worked manfully with often limited resources to serve the limitless 
needs of their pastoral families. Yet, the stereotype described above was 
also real and could become particularly problematic for immature men 
who were already unsure of their masculinity.
 After leaving their seminaries, especially before Vatican II, some 
priests lost even the sense of masculinity, albeit adolescent, provided by 
intramural sports and the camaraderie of other young men. Further, while 
in the seminary, their divergence from their agemates in terms of norma-
tive gender roles may have been obscured. Once in parishes and schools, 
however, priests were confronted immediately with male parishioners 
living out society’s prescriptions for male behavior. Taught that priests 
lived out a calling spiritually superior to these men; sensing that many 
other men would not agree with that assessment; perhaps needing to cen-
sor proscribed feelings of inferiority, envy, or competitiveness with other 
priests—much less laymen—some priests may have experienced anxiety 
about their masculinity.
 Comparisons with men outside the priesthood may have been one 
potential source of gender anxiety for some priests. Within the priest-

women and, I would add, children. For a discussion of kyriarchy, see Elisabeth Schüssler 
Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins (New 
York: Crossroad, 2000), 329.
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hood, as well, stereotypical feminine traits sometimes were most rewarded. 
Although some priests were very ambitious and worked hard to climb 
within the political structure of the Church, the ethos cultivated the idea 
that priests were not supposed to be overtly ambitious, aggressive, or com-
petitive—all traits culturally associated with men. Submission and cheer-
ful obedience were often most likely to earn affection and advancement. 
Open competition for promotions or self-promoting ambition were often 
viewed with disdain, perhaps in part because those characteristics threat-
ened superiors who had habituated to their own stereotypically feminized 
genderedness and, indeed, had been recognized and rewarded for it. 
Rather, to get ahead, some priests had to please their bosses and lobby for 
promotions in a more stereotypical female manner, using flattery and guile 
and accepting a fundamental oppression of their independent thinking, 
sense of agency, and creativity.
 A number of writers suggest that, to the extent a priest could em-
brace his masculinity at all, it was difficult for him to progress beyond the 
psychosexual stage of an adolescent boy.17 Boys become men, in part, by 
gradually relinquishing their primary relationship with their mothers and 
identifying with their fathers and other adult male role models. When 
things go well, boys test out their emerging manhood both by becoming 
like and by establishing difference from these older men, especially fathers, 
who (we hope) are sufficiently secure to celebrate the “like me” and the 
“very much not like me” aspects of their sons.
 Psychoanalyst Ruth Stein describes the “possible primal ferocity be-
tween father and son, an underside of their great love.”18 She suggests that 
the battles between father and son end well for the son when the father, 
as a representative of life-giving law and order, makes room for his son’s 
unique subjectivity and difference rather than imposing an arbitrary or 
cruel will posing as law.19 Within the priesthood, many men could not 
easily work through a “very much not like me” with their superiors or 
spiritual fathers, because only “like me” behaviors and attitudes were per-
mitted by most bishops. Further, it would be challenging for a priest to 
differentiate himself from the bishop to whom he had sworn obedience 
and apart from whom he had no shelter, food, health insurance, or career. 
Many a priest, therefore, was caught in a “deeply problematic Oedipal 
triangle of father-bishop, mother-church, and son-priest.”20

 Andrea Celenza, a psychoanalyst who has worked clinically with nu-
merous priests, also describes the priest as forever the less-powerful son 
of God, a male figure who never can be delimited in the psyche of the 
priest.21 One cannot easily go “mano-a-mano” with God, much less suc-
cessfully compete with or defeat him. Therefore, the priest was not free to 
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try on “not God” attributes, even in a temporary process characteristics of 
the son’s struggle to dis-identify with his father long enough to consolidate 
an independent and unique sense of manhood. Never able to equal, must 
less exceed, the power and accomplishments of the God-father and his 
earthly ecclesiastical representatives, some priests may have experienced 
themselves as eternally needy, always admiring and never admired, demas-
culinzed sons yearning for paternal approval. When expectable periods of 
disillusionment in God or superiors occurred, more immature priests may 
have experienced themselves as held in contempt and scorned by their 
heavenly and earthly fathers to whom they were nonetheless required to 
submit.
 Stein suggests that men in this position dread their implied feminiza-
tion and the concomitant regression to dependency on the mother.22 One 
possible coping mechanism is for a priest to avoid the downward slide to 
mother’s engulfing embrace by soaring upward into ecstatic contemplation 
of an idealized heavenly Father.23 Here the priest identifies in an immature 
way with cultural law and masculinity as represented by the Almighty. 
That identification becomes the priest’s source of personal, even entitled 
power.24 Unconsciously, however, the priest knows that he is borrowing 
the power of a figure—God—with whom he cannot both identify and do 
battle. This priest’s power and masculinity is ersatz, and, somewhere, he 
knows that and can become self-hating and angry. Consciously, the priest 
is one with God and can demand anything of anyone; he is entitled to 
whatever he wants. At the same time, unconsciously, some priests “know” 
they are contemptible and weak; their manly power literally lives on bor-
rowed time. Finally, the priest’s emulation of Christ too often required 
him to relinquish his genitals both in his internal fantasy life and in the 
external world. As an alter Christus, as we have seen, the priest was offered 
icons of a castrated Christ whom he was supposed to become like.
 All these factors may have created for some priests a myriad of matu-
rational and gender problems. One vowed religious man working with 
Celenza said, “The Catholic Church is a very castrating hierarchy. . . . It 
removes the opportunity for initiative. . . . [For vowed religious priests], 
there are three vows: chastity, in Latin castitas, which means “to be 
made impotent”; obedience, submit your will; and poverty, surrender 
ownership.”25

 Sexual potency, dominance rather than submission, and ownership 
of property historically have been key elements in cultural definitions of 
manhood. All were difficult for some priests to attain or even to imagine 
themselves having. While Celenza’s patient may have internalized a model 
of priesthood that is not fully descriptive of all those available, for the man 
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vulnerable to doubts about his masculinity, the Church’s power structure 
and organization of the priesthood can make maturation even more dif-
ficult to achieve.
 Former seminary rector Donald Cozzens suggests that the Catholic 
priest can achieve both adulthood and manhood only when he becomes 
both a man of the Church and his own man.26 As a man of the Church, 
Cozzens says the priest is

blessed with a deep and abiding sense of the Spirit’s presence, directing, 
sustaining, and renewing the Church. . . . He possesses the courage 
to stand in loyal opposition should official Church policies appear 
unfaithful to the Gospel of Christ.27 . . .

The wisdom generated is of the ancients in “thinking with the Church; 
[while] he is also fearless in thinking for himself. His theological 
reflection on his own pastoral experience and the events of the world, 
while done in communion with his companions in ministry and his 
parishioners, transcends ‘group think.’ ”28

Cozzens posits that the path to adult manhood is obscure and cluttered 
with obstacles for the priest. Too many priests have dissociated the quest, 
instead developing personae as “sycophant ecclesiastics and pious, effete 
clerics or the less common but equally destructive path of the maverick.”29 
In gender terms, the first accepts his castration and implicit feminization 
while the other becomes a hypermasculinized rebel, challenging superiors 
just to reassure himself of his own identity.
 For some priests, sexual abuse of minors may have represented one 
way to express emotions, like rage and the lust to dominate, which un-
fortunately were culturally associated with masculinity but unacceptable 
within the priesthood. It was one immature and destructive way to in-
dividuate from bishops/Christ who forbade use of the genitals. Further, 
abusing boys, for some priests, may have represented a temporary identifi-
cation with domineering superiors. Here, the powerlessness and impotent 
rage perhaps experienced by the priest in submissive relationship with his 
bishop and even with God was projected onto the minor male over whom 
the abusing priest held omnipotent sway. At the same time, the priest 
could experience, at least for a time and albeit in a distorted way, a sense 
of genital potency and masculinity denied to him as a priest. He could 
not only be the boss, demanding obedience from another, he could be the 
sexually successful master of another submissive, feminized male.
 A boy also becomes a man by loosening dependency ties to his biolog-
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ical mother. As the boy matures, his needy dependence on an objectified 
mother transforms into a relationship with a maternal subject resting on 
mutual recognition, respect, affection, sameness, and difference. Histori-
cally, many Catholic priests faced significant impediments to accessing a 
manhood that implicated an internalized autonomy from their mothers. 
Cozzens points out that many priests have had enmeshed, mutually de-
pendent relationships with their mothers.30 It is an old saw that a mother 
whose son is a priest never really loses him.31

 While many priests negotiate healthy relationships with biological 
mothers, many others remain bound to their mothers, who depend on 
their sons to fill their own emotional needs.32 When that occurs, priests 
may transfer their adolescent relationships with their biological mothers 
to their new mother, Holy Mother Church. For some immature priests, 
biological mother, Holy Mother Church, and Mary, the Mother of God, 
merged into one sacred, untouchable, yet demanding maternal configura-
tion. Here too, the priest was trapped in an eternal boyhood, unable to 
consolidate a sense of adult manhood. Cozzens explains: “This maternal 
Church, while supportive and pointing to his dignity as a priest, is also 
demanding and controlling. His sexuality is restrained, his dress deter-
mined, his residence assigned. This mother wants him for herself.”33 For 
priests whose sense of manhood was stunted and who unconsciously were 
in thrall to mothers who were experienced as both demanding and ideal-
ized, sexual abuse may have represented an unconscious attempt to free 
themselves from attachment bonds to insistent women. In these cases, 
choosing an adult woman, or even a minor girl, as a sexual partner may 
have felt unconsciously too much like an attack on a potentially retaliatory 
female figure. Here, the selection of a minor male may have represented 
a psychological merger with a boy who could help the priest rebel against 
his controlling mother(s).

Women in Catholicism
Because women and children are culturally merged, the Church’s attitudes 
about women influence its treatment of children. It is therefore important 
to delineate institutional Catholic views of women.
 As Christianity grew from a movement within Judaism into a separate 
religion during the first two centuries c.e., early Church fathers were influ-
enced by misogynist Neoplatonist and Stoic philosophies.34 They engaged 
with the canonical Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, John), already cultur-
ally and politically mediated selections of all available Gospel material, as 
well as with texts attributed to St. Paul, to develop a theology suited to 
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the social and political climate of the times.35 Theologian Schüssler Fio-
renza cautions that the New Testament “should not be misunderstood as 
abstract, timeless theological ideas or norms, but should be understood as 
faith responses to concrete historical situations.”36 According to Schüssler 
Fiorenza, through the selection and subsequent processing of Scripture, 
woman was constructed by kyriarchal language systems as “other” to the 
man/lord of the house.37

 Until the papacy of John Paul II, the dichotomization of woman-
hood between virgin or mother, on the one hand, and the evil seductress 
or whore, on the other, prevailed in Catholic teachings. In 386, St. John 
Chrysostom wrote: “What else is woman but a foe to friendship, an ines-
capable punishment, a necessary evil, a natural temptation, a desirable ca-
lamity, a domestic danger, a delectable detriment, an evil of nature painted 
with fair colors.”38

 In 1486, Pope Innocent VIII, ironically named given his several il-
legitimate children, authorized a book, Malleus Maleficarum (Witches’ 
Hammer), which was used as a seminary text until the 1600s.39 A view 
of woman is presented that possibly suggests the writer’s terror of female 
power, defended against by vitriol: “When a woman thinks alone, she 
thinks evil. . . . She is a liar by nature. . . . She is more carnal than a man 
as is clear from her many abominations . . . the mouth of the womb is 
never satisfied.40

 These man-made paradigms and others like them continued to in-
fluence seminarians and priests well into the twentieth century.41 Non-
virginal, assertive, intelligent, ambitious women consciously or uncon-
sciously became, for some priests, dangerous daughters of Eve, intent on 
distracting men, especially priests, from their service to God.
 Historically, the Church’s construction of a respectable and loveable 
woman was Mary, the virgin mother of Jesus. Over the centuries, Mary 
became an increasingly man-made character, as she was declared free of 
original sin, kept a perpetual literal virgin, and determined to have as-
cended bodily into heaven. Men within the Church constructed a Mary 
further and further removed from the experiences of womanhood.42 In 
Mary, men of the Church recreated a very daring Jewish woman as their 
own safe, endlessly nurturing, sexless female protector.43 The female saints, 
some of whom sacrificed their lives in defense of their chastity, also were 
acceptable role models for women and prayer objects for men. Women, 
therefore, who never fed the mouths of their wombs, or who opened those 
mouths only to bring forth children, were idealized by the institutional 
Church while other women were feared, degraded, and marginalized.
 Attitudes have not changed all that much, at least within segments 
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of the hierarchy. In 1989, for example, the Vatican radio supported the 
comments of Giacomo Cardinal Biffi of Bologna, Italy, who echoed earlier 
churchmen in equating modern women with Eve, denoting them to be 
“squalid” and “a collector of death”:

The splendor of the Immaculate Madonna allows us to see with biting 
clarity how great is the misfortune of our era, in which the prevailing 
image of women . . . is one that appears to be the deliberate contradiction 
of that of the Virgin Mary; a woman who even if externally refined is 
substantially squalid; who appears to detest virginity and maternity in 
equal measure; a woman who does not say to God, “Here I am, I am 
yours” but who cries hysterically, “I belong to myself ”; a woman . . . 
who claims the right . . . to decide the existence or nonexistence of the 
fruit of her innards.44

 Similarly, in 2004, the Vatican issued a letter attacking feminism, 
which, it said, diminished the differences between the genders thereby 
threatening the natural two-parent family and rendering homosexuality 
and heterosexuality morally equivalent.45 Earlier that year, Archbishop 
Sean O’Malley (now Sean Cardinal O’Malley) of Boston refused to wash 
the feet of women on Holy Thursday, allowing only men to participate 
in the traditional Easter Week ritual.46 In a Holy Week sermon, O’Malley 
blamed feminism, along with the sexual revolution and divorce, for baby 
boomers’ spiritual deficits.47 The Southern Nebraska Register, the newspa-
per of the Diocese of Lincoln, headed by Bishop Fabian Bruskewitz, has 
published diatribes against a number of contemporary Catholic women.48 
Sr. Jeannine Gramick, advocate for homosexual Catholics, was called an 
“apostle of sexual perversion” while renowned theologian Rosemary Rad-
ford Ruether was named an advocate of “witchcraft.”49 Finally, Judge Anne 
Burke, chair of the National Review Board of the United States Confer-
ence of Catholic Bishops (USCCB), said that bishops hostile to the board 
had dubbed her “Mother Superior,” a contemptuous and immature term 
perhaps suggesting that, more unconsciously, they were intimidated by 
her.50

 Within Catholicism, then, some clerics consciously devalue the smart, 
sexual, independent woman while perhaps unconsciously both fearing and 
desiring her. At the same time, they may have consciously idealized the 
virgin and mother while perhaps unconsciously despising her as a con-
trolling, sexually punitive, ultimately unavailable tease, or holding her in 
contempt for her submissiveness and passivity.
 Certainly, idealization itself is a form of objectification and oppres-
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sion. The idealized person becomes an object, not a subject, and is not free 
to move out of the positions that render her able to be idealized. Clini-
cally, one learns that idealization usually veils feelings and attitudes that 
lurk below the patient’s awareness, including envy, fear, rage, competition, 
and devaluation. The greater the idealization, the more it is likely that it 
covers coexisting but unconscious negative feelings. It is likely, therefore, 
that the idealization and adoration of Mary, significantly enhanced by 
the motherless Pope John Paul II, hides other, more complicated and am-
bivalent feelings about women, as well as covert yearnings to be perfectly 
mothered. In the end, idealization of a woman created by man is no less 
misogynistic than hatred of a woman who defines herself through recipro-
cal, rather than submissive, relationship with others.
 Children historically were perceived as occupying their mother’s life 
space. To the extent that minors were consciously or unconsciously viewed 
as extensions of degraded women, it may have become easier for some 
priests and bishops to degrade the child as well. Once again, the abus-
ing priest could launch a rebellion against oppressive internal maternal 
images by oppressing those individuals he thought mothers held most 
dear. Sexual abuse could render the woman wounded and impotent in the 
mind of the abuser since she was unable to protect her child from harm. 
Thus, the priest motivated by this kind of destructive dynamic temporar-
ily triumphed over and humiliated a woman, at least in his perhaps un-
conscious fantasies. Selection of a male victim protected the priest from 
recognizing that he was assaulting the taboo woman; he could consciously 
protect an idealization of women, including Holy Mother Church, while 
enacting more unconscious feelings of rage and impotence.
 Pope John Paul II drew the Church away from a dualistic version of 
women as either virgin–mother or evil seductress–whore into a better-
sounding but equally forlorn and misogynistic paradigm of separate but 
equal.51 The pope began well by insisting that before we are gendered, we 
are humans all made from the same stuff.52 He then defined complemen-
tarities between the sexes that privileged maleness. For example, theolo-
gian Christopher West explains the pope’s consideration of the nuptial 
meaning of gendered bodies: “The nuptial meaning of the man’s body calls 
him to image God’s initiation of the gift, whereas the nuptial meaning of 
the woman’s body calls her to image humanity’s receptivity and response 
to the gift.”53 Turning to the sexual relationships between spouses, West 
says that, based on John Paul’s teachings, “if a husband loves his wife ‘as 
Christ loved the Church,’ he says: ‘This is my body which is given for 
you (Luke 22:19).’ And if the wife responds in love to her husband as the 
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Church responds to Christ, she says. . . : ‘Let it be done to me according 
to your word (Luke 1:38).’ ”54

 Elizabeth Johnson states that the pope’s gender theory of “equal in 
dignity but separate in social roles” stamps this new version of gender with 
just another kind of dualism.55 It is in fact a regurgitation of historically 
stereotypical gender roles, ones Johnson says have been potentially danger-
ous for women (and by extension, children) who are rendered unable to 
say no to abuse and oppression.56

 Despite some advances in the pope’s construction of women, he still 
left the Church with a “father/papa/pope knows best” configuration of 
gender. One can legitimately ask, however, what particular knowledge or 
expertise a Catholic pope brings to the study of gender, especially female 
gender, a project that is vibrantly underway in other fields. Moreover, 
it should be distressing that a celibate Catholic patriarch, especially one 
raised after age eight in a womanless home, experienced himself qualified, 
even exceptionally gifted, to say anything authoritative about the experi-
ence of women (and thus children). One would at least expect that a pope 
hoping to say something meaningful about gender would submit his work 
to other experts in the field, including women, who would provide feed-
back and even vetting of the final teaching. John Paul’s promulgation of a 
theory of gender, therefore, in and of itself enacted the kind of kyriarchical 
processes described by Schüssler Fiorenza and reflected more hubris than 
wisdom. Hubris about clerical power over women and children, combined 
with objectifying attitudes about both, significantly mediated the sexual 
abuse of minors and, especially, its cover-up.
 At the same time that Catholic teachings and traditions about gender, 
and about women in particular, are deficient, it is also a mistake to assume 
that merely filling diocesan lay review panels or other consultative groups 
with women will enhance the Church’s approach to sexual abuse. This 
attitude also betrays stereotypical views of women as ultimate mothers 
who never would stand by in silence about abuse. Unfortunately, however, 
many women who know their children are being abused by individuals 
with whom those mothers have attachment relationships collude with the 
abuse by remaining silent. They may even turn on a child who reports 
abuse to them. Surely, over the years, many parish housekeepers and other 
laywomen, including mothers, knew or suspected that some priests spent 
too much time with children. Some spoke up; most remained silent. Fur-
ther, many religious women also knew or suspected that priests were vio-
lating the children entrusted to the care of these nuns for schooling, and 
few intervened. Finally, nuns also have been accused of sexually violating 
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minors, although the percentage of abusive nuns seems to be significantly 
lower than the percentage of abusive priests.57 Women who depend on 
kyriarchal systems for their physical and emotional sustenance or who ad-
here to the values permeating patriarchy are not likely to raise their voices 
against the men around them.
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Chapter 5

Degraded Sexual Desire  
and Theologized Sex

The sexual abuse scandal cannot be understood apart from the Catholic 
Church’s broader teachings about sexual desire and sex.

Degradation of Sexual Desire

Outside Catholicism, sexual desire and lust have a number of conno- 
tations:

Desire:  1. Conscious impulse toward something that promises 
enjoyment and satisfaction in its attainment. 2. Sexual urge 
or appetite.

Lust:  1. Intense or unbridled sexual desire. 2. An intense longing. 
Craving, enthusiasm, eagerness.

Lust:  In German, both the desire for pleasure and the experience 
of its satisfaction. The meaning is ambiguous, doubled. 
Both/and, not either/or.1

 Despite the breadth of potential perspectives on these human yearn-
ings, sexual desire and its first cousin, lust, have had troubled histories 
within Catholicism. In fact, they have been the victims of oppression, 
confined to narrowly defined channels of officially sanctioned expression 
wholly limited to heterosexual marriage. Like ants at a garden party, sexual 
desire and lust have evoked shivers of horror throughout the body of the 
institutional Church, which has done everything possible to exterminate 
them. Sexual desire and lust, however, like those determined, playfully 
persistent ants, are not so easily dispelled and return again and again, 
invited or not, to surprise and upset the planned and the peaceful.
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 For all of Catholicism’s legislation about sexuality, Jesus had little to 
say about it.2 The early Church fathers, heavily influenced by Stoicism 
and writing from the end of the second century to the middle of the fifth 
century c.e., emphasized the dangers of sexual passion and the concomi-
tant need to regulate it.3 Tertullian and Jerome insisted that willpower 
could and should control sexual desire.4 Origen (185–254) exercised ulti-
mate extermination of his passions by castrating himself.5 It was Augus-
tine (354–435), however, who set the tone for centuries of Catholicism’s 
degradation of sexual desire.
 Augustine postulated that the Fall of Adam and Eve proceeded from 
the original couple’s failure to quell sexual desire.6 Here, sexual concupis-
cence became the core obstacle to oneness with God’s will.7 Augustinian 
theorizing thus placed sexual desire at the epicenter of sinfulness. In wed-
ding sexual desire and sin, Augustine provided justification for the Church 
to regulate an individual’s relationship with passion. During the medieval 
period, the Church developed a penitential code used by confessors to 
evaluate the seriousness of sin.8 Sexual sins were elaborated according to 
their category, their frequency, and the penitent’s degree of malicious in-
tent.9 Penances for sexual sins could be long and severe, such as fasting 
on bread and water for several years.10 Here we see sadomasochism chan-
neled through the confessional to keep Eros where the Church thought it 
belonged.
 St. Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274), a Scholastic thinker, introduced 
the idea that sexual desire was natural and could be legitimate as long as it 
was guided by reason and not experienced as pleasurable.11 Catholic moral 
manuals, influenced by Aquinas, recategorized sexual sins into those that 
accorded with nature and those that were contrary to nature.12 Using these 
criteria, adultery and incest were considered less serious sins than mastur-
bation or homosexuality, because the former remained open to procreative 
possibilities while the latter did not.13 Within Catholicism, moral teaching 
still is said to rest on natural law, understood as human reasoning reflect-
ing on human nature to discover wisdom regarding the Creator’s intent 
for human behavior.14

 Augustinian sexual teachings, Scholastic categorization of sexual sin 
according to natural law, and an elaborate sex-centered penal code ensured 
that few Catholics would be able to stop thinking and feeling about sex 
for very long. It all put Catholics in a terrible bind. Most sexual desire was 
forbidden, and, as French philosopher Michel Foucault tells us, the for-
bidden becomes both more enticing and even more eroticized.15 Regular 
confession required Catholics to search their memories for instances of 
sexual desire, thereby providing the necessity of reliving those moments, 
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while trying again to suppress the initial arousal. Now perhaps with an-
other sin to confess, the penitent disclosed it all to the confessor. The con-
fessor, the only person able to mediate God’s forgiveness, spent Saturday 
afternoons listening to erotic material, perhaps experiencing instances of 
sexual arousal that would have to be shared with his own confessor. In the 
process, the Church gained enormous power to govern and discipline the 
lives of Catholics. Religion and psychology expert Gillian Walker says:

The more central sexuality became in Catholic teaching, the more 
power a sexually pure clergy had over the economy of sin and salvation. 
As Marina Warner put it, “For if desire, as natural as breath or as sleep 
itself, is sinful, then the Christian, like the man in the grip of a usurer, 
must always run back to the Church, the only source of grace which 
can give him a reprieve.”16

 Most of the priests and all of the bishops involved in the contempo-
rary sexual abuse crisis were taught that sexual desire was inherently sinful. 
Their own holiness could be measured in part by their success in quelling 
lust. Sexual desires that did not respond well to reason and prayer would 
be sources of shame for most priests, especially since struggles with desire 
and celibacy were not normalized and discussed until the late 1980s either 
in seminary or as a part of ongoing formation. At the same time, the priest 
hearing confessions each week, while perhaps struggling in silence with his 
own forbidden surges of sexual desire, was presented with sexually stimu-
lating material shared by penitents. Here again, priests were confronted 
with their differences from other men and boys who confessed not just 
thoughts but actions that must have seemed dangerous and shameful yet 
titillating.
 Many priests were able, at least eventually, to sublimate their sexual 
desire through passion for God and for their ministries. One can imag-
ine that for other priests, however, the dam of pent-up desires broke and 
they sought to experience what they only heard about in the confessional. 
While some men became involved with adult women or men, more in-
secure, immature, or pathologically organized men may have turned to 
young people who provided gratification of sexual desire and would not 
be likely to criticize the priest’s sexual skill. For some of these priests, mi-
nors became a habitual outlet for the satisfaction of desire.
 Pope John Paul II constructed a new Catholic theology of sexuality, 
which he promulgated in 129 general audience sessions between 1979 and 
1984.17 The pope moved the Church beyond a purely mechanical no-
tion of permissible sex, emphasizing the sanctity of sex and even sexual 
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pleasure occurring between married heterosexuals, open to procreation 
and recognizing each other’s subjectivities. His formulation of lust, how-
ever, kept it enthroned as humanity’s primary sin. Christopher West para-
phrases John Paul: “Nonetheless, in a way sexual purity lies at the basis 
of all moral good since all moral disorders, according to John Paul, stem 
from the impurity of a lustful heart.”18 The pope taught that lust is always 
evil since, according to him, lust must objectify another person in order 
to obtain its gratification. It is an all-or-nothing perspective on lust: “This 
‘flaming up in man,’ the Pope says, ‘invades his senses, excites his body, 
involves his feelings, and in a certain sense takes possession of his heart.’ 
. . . In other words, because passion aims at satisfaction, ‘it blunts reflec-
tive activity and pays not attention to the voice of conscience.’ ”19 Lustful 
sexual union, even within heterosexual marriage, was counseled against, 
and married couples were instructed by the pope “progressively to conquer 
lust in order to relive an original virginal experience of unity.”20

 John Paul envisioned lust as dichotomously opposed to love, as “a pri-
mordial plagiarization of love.”21 Here, despite the pope’s emphasis on the 
importance of relationality—the interpersonal, intersubjective entangle-
ment—between sexual partners, he decontextualized lust. It became the 
same sin regardless of the relational context in which it occurred. In addi-
tion, the pope’s teaching continued the conflation, common in Catholic 
tradition, of thinking, feeling, and fantasizing with action. The thought 
or the emotion becomes the thing for which it stands, leaving little room 
for play, illusion, or symbolic creativity.
 The traditional Catholic position on sexual desire and lust contra-
dicts what we know from biology, anthropology, and psychology about 
the  reality of appetite. Because lust is “as natural as breath or as sleep,” it is 
unnatural to banish those longings from the body, psyche, and soul of the 
individual.22 Those who try to comply with the teachings of the Church 
are likely to divide against themselves, storing unacceptable desires in un-
conscious regions of their minds. Rather than having erotic desires avail-
able to process, play with, and even act on with integrity, such desires 
work on the individual from the storage room of the psyche. Already 
considered shameful and sinful, when and if they break into conscious-
ness, they may lead to enactments that are also shameful and sinful—like 
sexual abuse of a minor—rather than to mature, creative, and modulated 
actions or to a choice not to act at all.
 In describing lust, John Paul, like centuries of poets and philosophers 
before him, compared lust to a burning flame.23 The metaphor of burn-
ing passion offers another perspective on lust, one that is both/and rather 
than either/or in relationship to love and holiness. Author Karol Jack-
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owski, for example, reminds us that flame and fire long have been symbols 
of sacredness, of passion for God, of an insatiable burning for spiritual 
fulfillment.24 Rome’s highly honored Vestal Virgins were responsible for 
ensuring that the sacred fires of the temple were never extinguished; the 
Romans believed that if the fires went out, disaster would ensue.25 God 
appeared to Moses as a burning bush whose flames would not extinguish 
(Exod. 3:2); Deuteronomy speaks of God as a jealous, consuming fire 
(Deut. 4:12); 1 Kings (18:24) advises that the god who answers by fire is 
the real God; Song of Solomon (8:6) asserts that love “burns like a blazing 
fire, like the very flame of the Lord”; Matthew (3:11) has John the Bap-
tist prophesying that another will come to baptize with the Holy Spirit 
and with fire. Finally, Jackowski recounts that, on the first Pentecost, the 
Holy Spirit is said to have descended on Jesus’ disciples as tongues of fire, 
endowing them with the ability to speak in many languages.26 The Pente-
costal flames ignite a passion for spreading the word of Jesus, “of having a 
new spirit rise within, bringing . . . new ways of thinking, feeling, living, 
and loving.”27

 Unlike the Church, contemporary secular theorists of sexual desire 
insist on giving the vagaries of lust their due. Muriel Dimen tells us that 
in German, Lust connotes “both the longing for pleasure and pleasure 
itself.”28 It rests on the erotics of early sensual experiences with caretakers 
and reaches up and down and out for more: more love, more life, more 
experience, more self, more other, more God, more of what cannot be 
found without it. To live love and love life to the fullest, we need our 
lusts. They keep us alive and not just living, restless in ways that open us 
to possibility—to the “yes” of life as well as to the necessary “no.” Desire, 
including sexual yearning, fills the inner spaces where soul, psyche, and 
body intersect, negotiate, quarrel, tease, play, and look for true love. Lust 
defies limits in imaginative ways that result in the never before envisioned. 
What happens with lust depends not on lust itself but on what the indi-
vidual decides to do with it.
 While lust is limitless and free, at least in fantasy, Dimen insists that 
it also and paradoxically is a reminder of loss, finiteness, and mortality, 
about what never can be as well as what can be touched.29 When sexual 
desire is acted on and quenched, the sensations of pleasure subside and 
we see the walled perimeters of possibility and play in the moment and 
throughout our lives. We are reminded of temporality; we glimpse what 
never was and what may never be. When, on the other hand, lust is pro-
cessed and sustained but not acted on, we also are exquisitely reminded of 
what we may not have if we wish to live with integrity. Psychoanalyst Jody 
Davies, quoted in Dimen, says:
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We all have sexual desires on which we do not act—places in which 
such action would be inappropriate and wrong. As adults, we can 
desire without the promise of satisfaction; we can want without having 
to possess. Perhaps this is the true legacy of Oedipus—the capacity to 
sustain desire for what we can never have.30

 A vital phrase in Davies’ passage is “as adults.” One task of parents 
and the symbolic parents found in seminaries, chanceries, parishes, and 
analysts’ consultation rooms is to model healthy lust in work with chil-
dren, the immature, and the broken. Adults must bear and negotiate with 
their lusts rather than banish them and must tolerate the grief inherent in 
both refused and satisfied sexual desire. Sexually abusing priests and their 
enabling superiors failed in that task.
 The traditional Catholic approach to lust, including John Paul’s, does 
not treat Catholics as adults who can know, be filled with, name, and 
express or restrain their lusts. And, although Pope John Paul II insisted 
that lust is a neon-lighted manifestation of a contemporary culture of 
death, a theology of sexuality that degrades lust generates its own culture 
of the living dead. For some people, the deadening self-seriousness of faux 
adulthood replaces the confidence, spontaneity, and humor about self that 
mark the mature adult lustily dancing with life. The sacred flames of pos-
sibility and poignancy—for self, other, and community—are snuffed out. 
As the Romans protecting the flames of the Vestal Virgins knew, disaster 
may well ensue when sacred fires are allowed to go cold. The disaster 
of the sexual abuse of minors by priests and its cover-up by bishops is 
a neon-lighted sign proclaiming, among other things, the failure of the 
Church’s theology of sexual desire.

Sex in the City of God

Sexual desire encodes what you want to do; sexuality represents what you 
do. Catholic teachings on sexuality are easily summarized. Every thought, 
word, desire, or action outside heterosexual marriage, sanctified by a priest 
and always open to biological procreation, is gravely sinful. Inactive priest 
and psychologist Richard Sipe emphasizes the gravity of sexual sin as the-
ologized by the Church: “Sexual misbehavior constitutes grave matter in 
every instance. No other area of moral life, including murder, is treated 
with the same moral rigidity.”31

 Until the papacy of John Paul II, Catholic sexual teachings were fo-
cused exclusively on acts. The imagined or enacted sexual act itself, rather 
than the relational context in which that act was fantasized or took place, 
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constituted holy or sinful sex. It was only when a man’s penis filled his 
wife’s vagina, and the possibility of conception was not frustrated, that sex 
could be considered spiritually sound.
 While it was encouraging that John Paul expanded the Church’s per-
spective on sexual union to include real persons and not just body parts, 
the bottom line on acceptable sexual activity remained essentially un-
changed and grounded in potentially procreative acts between a man and 
a woman in a marriage sacramentally endorsed by the Church. Even those 
sexual unions were confined within a limited repertoire of behaviors. Mar-
ried couples sinned, for instance, if any of their sexual encounters focused 
only on oral sex or mutual masturbation since those acts are not open to 
conception.
 Contracepted genital sex, of course, is banned. Christopher West 
summarized John Paul’s emphasis on the sinfulness of contracepted sex:

As John Paul affirms, the spouses’ dignity cannot be divorced from 
their potential to be parents. . . . In contracepted sex, the language of 
the body is akin to blasphemy. It speaks not the symbolic word but 
the diabolic word. . . . Contraception is to be judged so profoundly 
unlawful as never to be, for any reason, justified. To think or to say 
the contrary is equal to maintaining that in human life, situations may 
arise in which it is not lawful to recognize God as God.32

Catholic couples wishing to limit the size of their families are allowed to 
do so only through total sexual abstention or abstention during the fertile 
days of a woman’s monthly cycle.
 The Church’s singular focus on proceation, interpreted in the most 
concrete biological terms, fostered a theology of sexuality that is inter-
nally consistent but impervious to most twentieth- and twenty-first-cen-
tury findings about human sexuality generated by biology, epidemiology, 
anthropology, psychology, philosophy, some theology, and most human 
experience. It leads inexorably to blanket, and I will argue unethical, pro-
hibitions against artificial birth control, abortion, the use of condoms to 
prevent the spread of AIDS, and same-gender sexual unions. Further, as 
the twentieth century progressed, increasing numbers of lay Catholics and 
priests diverged privately, and sometimes publicly, from their Church’s 
teachings on sex. Although the Church decries this dissent as embedded 
in cultural decadence and narcissism, the historical and scientific factors 
actually at work comprise some of the data the Church refuses to integrate 
into its theology of sexuality.
 Contemporary society has learned that sex, in most cases, is not just 
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an act but is an expression—for good or ill—of the relational context 
in which it occurs. No matter what the sexual act is, the meaning of it, 
the motivations for doing it, and the degree to which it is symbolically 
procreative vary greatly across coupling individuals and within couples 
across time. Depending on the day and the status of a relationship, sex 
can be about reproduction, recapturing romance, playing or playacting, 
comforting friendship, humiliation and degradation, lifeless going along 
to get along, giving, getting, dominance, submission, negotiation, repara-
tion, love, hate, or love and hate dancing together under the sheets. Or, as 
Muriel Dimen states, “Any sexuality may be symptomatic—or healthy.”33 
I would add that any expression of sexuality can be transgressive of an-
other’s dignity or spiritually sound, it can be impressively procreative al-
though no egg is fertilized or dangerous and anti-life even when a child 
issues forth nine months later. Within the Church’s theology of sexuality, 
however, there is room for little variety and not much spice. Garry Wills 
says of it: “In sex, you see, it is all or nothing. Unless the act expresses all 
values possible to it all the time, it is immoral. It would be hard to find 
a parallel in the moral world for this principle.”34 Wills here refers to the 
Catholic proscription against all sex that is not open to biological procre-
ation and that takes place outside a sacramental marriage between a man 
and a woman.
 Long before the “sexual revolution” and “women’s revolution” of the 
late 1960s and early 1970s, historical events cited by the official Church 
as partially causal in the Church crisis, American Catholics and many 
of their priests tacitly agreed that Catholics, at least heterosexual mar-
ried Catholics, could remain in good standing with the Church while 
living out a sex life that reframed the Church’s teachings on procreation in 
metaphoric rather than concrete terms. Thoughtful, pastoral priests evalu-
ated their parishioners’ sexual activities in terms of the relational qualities 
and exigencies of life within which the activities took place. These priests 
counseled family kindness and mutual love and respect rather than up-
holding rigid rules.
 Lay Catholics and priests alike expected that Vatican II and the delib-
erations of a fifty-eight-member commission appointed to study the birth 
control issue would result in an end to the ban on artificial contraception. 
Instead, Pope Paul VI (1963–1978), negating the majority report of his 
own commission, issued the 1968 encyclical Humanae Vitae, which reaf-
firmed the Church’s birth control prohibitions. Garry Wills asserts that 
Humanae Vitae was based on a minority report from the commission that 
emphasized the need for continuity in Church teachings.35 The teaching 
could not change because it had been the teaching for so long, and, if it 
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changed, the Church would have to acknowledge that it had been in error 
about the teaching, and how would they explain what had happened to 
all the souls supposedly in hell for using artificial birth control?36

 While the continuity-of-teaching argument might have contributed 
significantly to the pope’s thinking, it is also true that over the centuries 
the Church changed other long-standing teachings like those about slav-
ery, usury, the earth’s relationship to the sun, the use of the vernacular 
during Mass, and the theory that unbaptized babies went to limbo rather 
than heaven if they died. What seems to have differentiated the birth con-
trol debate from other changes in doctrine wrought by Vatican II were the 
accompanying implications for power relationships within the Church. 
What was different about birth control?
 Had Pope Paul VI lifted the ban on artificial birth control, there also 
would have been an implicit decentralization of power within the institu-
tional Church. Once sex was disconnected from procreation, individual 
Catholics and individual priests would have to be trusted to work sepa-
rately and together to evaluate the spiritual soundness of the sex lives of 
Catholics. Power and authority regarding sexual matters necessarily would 
become democratized with influence and wisdom moving up from the 
laity as well as downward from the hierarchy. The very reversal of the pro-
hibition against artificial contraception, in fact, would signal the ability of 
lay Catholics and even women to affect Church doctrine since the com-
mission considering the issue had been staffed with thirty-four laypeople, 
including five women.37 Bishop John Heaps advocates such a shared sexual 
authority and argues that a contextualized rather than legalistic approach 
to sex derives directly from the teachings of Jesus:

With regard to the law, Jesus did not observe any law which con-
tradicted love. The Pharisees and lawyers spoke of cases in law, but 
Jesus responded in terms of persons, loved by God and deserving of the 
respect which that love implied. . . . In a personal, intimate Church, 
we can have the same attitude. We would not be dealing with cases, but 
with friends whose qualities we would know. As those in community 
speak to people and know them, they are no longer cases to which 
unchangeable principles are applied as though no person existed, but 
they are human beings with responsibilities to each other and to the 
community.38

 It apparently was not conceivable, however, that Pope Paul VI and the 
Roman Curia would allow centralized power to dissipate on an issue long 
considered vital to the economy of sin and grace. Rather than share power 
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with the laity and lower clergy, Paul tried instead to maintain  kyriarchal 
power. His refusal to follow the recommendations of the majority of his 
advisors, however, constituted a misuse of papal authority; within five 
years of the promulgation of Humanae Vitae, 60 percent of American 
priests disagreed with its position on birth control.39 By 2002, only 27 
percent of American priests and 12 percent of the laity believed that birth 
control is always wrong.40

 Humanae Vitae has been likened to the Church’s Vietnam War.41 The 
Vatican put its moral authority on the line by rebuking science, psychol-
ogy, human experience, and the recommendations of its own counselors. 
Catholics worldwide responded with wholesale rejection of Humanae Vi-
tae and therefore of the Church’s authority to instruct them about other 
aspects of life considered central to the institutional Church. Catholics 
increasingly refused to accept the Church’s authority over their sex lives; 
the Church refused to be moved by the voices of its people. As the Ameri-
can government did in Vietnam, the hierarchy of the Church clung to 
an essentially corrupt position and, in the process, lost the hearts and 
minds of its people, not only about the contraception issue, but about the 
Church’s trustworthiness to teach Catholics how to lead spiritually sound 
lives, especially in the realm of moral sexuality. Catholic commentator 
Peter Steinfels points out that while the United States eventually got out 
of Vietnam, the papacy of John Paul II tried even more strongly to em-
phasize the centrality of Humanae Vitae in the life of the Church.42

 Astonishingly, at the November 2003 meeting of the United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops—only the third meeting since 2002, 
when the group had for the first time focused exclusively on the sexual 
abuse scandal, which was still raging in 2003—the American bishops 
voted to oppose homosexual unions publicly and to develop a booklet in-
structing the laity about the Church’s position on artificial contraception, 
linking it to abortion.43 Given the impact of the sexual abuse of minors by 
priests and the cover-up of those crimes by many of the bishops attending 
the conference, it was incomprehensible to most observers that the bishops 
thought they should spend their time developing new brochures on artifi-
cial contraception. Their desire to reassert themselves as moral instructors 
apparently was sufficiently overwhelming that good judgment and a wise 
sense of priorities eluded them. Instead of continuing to examine them-
selves and each other in terms of their commitment to protect children 
and respond pastorally to victims/survivors, the Catholic hierarchy tried 
to get back to business as usual, with “usual” being to focus on the sexual 
sins of the faithful rather than on their own sexual harmfulness.
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The Ethics of Catholic Sexual Teachings

The pope, most Vatican officials, many bishops, and some conservative 
commentators within the Church cited external factors operating in a 
contemporary, sex-obsessed, morally relativistic culture of death as the 
etiology of the divergence of lay Catholics and many clergy from Church 
teachings about sex. Further, they suggested that the sexual abuse crisis 
had its roots in lay and clerical disobedience to those teachings. There are, 
however, alternative perspectives linking official Catholic sexual theology 
and the sex abuse scandal. One is that the Church’s sexual teachings are 
inherently unethical and that priests and bishops lost their moral compass 
when confronted by the criminally unethical sexual abuse of minors and 
its cover-up.
 Vanderbilt University professor and community psychologist Paul 
Dokecki casts the Catholic sexual abuse scandal in the context of gross 
violations of professional ethics.44 Ethics can be examined from many 
viewpoints and Dokecki’s is just one. Since he focuses particularly on the 
ethical lapses inherent in the Catholic sexual abuse crisis, however, it is 
useful to extend his paradigm into a discussion of the ethics of the sexual 
theology on which the sexual abuse scandal rests.
 Dokecki roots professional ethics in a larger ethic of human develop-
ment and community: “Ethical practices or policies: . . . ought to enhance 
the human development of persons (their growth and wellness) and to 
promote community and thereby the common good.”45 Ethical practices 
depend on principles of “caring; telling the truth; treating persons as per-
sons, not things, and respecting their autonomy; doing no harm, doing 
good; and being just.”46

 Caring, in this configuration of ethics, connotes promoting growth 
and development in individuals and community.47 It requires that profes-
sionals, including popes, bishops, and priests, establish empathic relation-
ships with others in their care through which each person’s experience can 
be grasped—not just intellectually but emotionally and spiritually—from 
within that person’s life.48 Caring also entails promoting self-determina-
tion through mutually respectful and influential relationships with oth-
ers, rather than through one person’s conformity with or obedience to 
another.49 Here, Docecki emphasizes invitation and surrender over the 
kind of dominance and submission often marking relationships within the 
Church. Dokecki claims that caring by the institutional Church has been 
more absent than not in its response to the sexual abuse crisis. I suggest 
that this is not surprising if the sexual abuse of minors and its cover-up 
rests on a theology of sexuality that is itself uncaring.



84 Perversion of Power

 Popes Paul VI, John Paul II, and now Benedict XVI refused to enter 
empathically into the life experiences of Catholics to discern the wisdom, 
ethical care, and grace woven through the approaches of these men and 
women to sexuality and love. Instead, the official Church, through these 
popes, spurned the life experiences of millions of men and women in or-
der to preserve a moribund theology of sexuality that the vast majority of 
their people respond to as uncaring and of little value in helping them to 
grow as individuals, partners, parents, or Christians. Far from encouraging 
relationally based self-determination and surrender, Catholic sexual theol-
ogy requires submission to tenets formulated by celibate men and received 
as untenable the world over.
 Dokecki’s second ethical principle is to tell the truth, and he discusses 
how little truth telling occurred within the Church regarding the sexual 
abuse of minors.50 Again, however, the sexual abuse scandal is but one 
manifestation of a theology of sexuality that negates many truths about 
human sexuality. The Church’s stonewalling against incorporation of much 
philosophical, psychological, historical, sociological, anthropological, and 
biological data into its theology, coupled with its rejection of the recom-
mendations of its own commission on birth control, render the theology 
of sexuality full of half-truths. When a theology so privileged within the 
institutional Church is based only on partial truths, other untruths flow 
effortlessly from those supporting the larger lie. It was, in part, the com-
fort and familiarity of Church officials with compromised truths about sex 
that allowed cardinals and bishops to transfer abusing priests from parish 
to parish or to punish priests who complained about abusive brethren. The 
latter dynamic, in which whistle-blowing priests were poorly treated while 
their abusive colleagues remained in ministry, particularly highlighted the 
degree to which truth telling was experienced as threatening to Church 
officials. Once truth begins to emerge, it is difficult to keep it under wraps 
or to limit it to one area of institutional functioning. So Vatican officials 
and bishops, seemingly shamelessly, told more untruths to explain away 
the sexual abuse crisis, like blaming the media for the crisis, understating 
the number of victims and perpetrators, and pretending it was an Ameri-
can problem only.
 The third ethical principle espoused by Dokecki is treating persons as 
persons, not things.51 Despite John Paul II’s insistence that his theology 
of the body was based on preventing objectification of sexual partners by 
one another, he, like his predecessors, in fact objectified all sexual beings 
by assuming that he knew what is best for every one of them all of the 
time, regardless of data to the contrary. By dismissing Catholic dissent 
from Catholic sexual theology as always embedded in self-centered refusal 
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to take up the cross with Jesus, the pope appeared to devalue the unique 
lives of individuals, couples, and communities.
 It is not difficult to see how this theological approach to sexuality re-
sulted in the degradation of individual victims and families who reported 
abuse or sought redress from the Church. For a very long time, they were 
not viewed as unique, suffering individuals but rather were objectified 
as threats to the good name of the Church and may even have been re-
garded with suspicion as having deviated from Catholic sexual norms. 
This objectification of sexual beings also encouraged bishops to treat all 
abusing priests in the same way, first by returning them to ministry again 
and again and, then, by applying the zero tolerance removal from minis-
try regardless of the unique circumstances of each priest. Throughout the 
crisis, then, and within the realm of sexuality in general, Catholics were 
theologized as objects of doctrine, not subjects of their own spirituality 
and sexuality.
 Finally, Dokecki asserts that professional ethics demand a resolve to 
do no harm, to do good, and to exercise justice.52 Clearly, the institutional 
Church and individual priests, bishops, and provincial superiors inflicted 
harm and voluntarily rendered little justice to thousands of sexual abuse 
victims, their families, abusing and decent priests, and the wider Catholic 
community. In effecting its theology of sexuality, moreover, the Church 
denies justice and fails to prevent harm in too many instances.
 Insight into the seamlessness of the sexual abuse crisis with other as-
pects of the Church’s sexual attitudes is gained by examining the potential 
impact of the theology of sexuality on Africans suffering from HIV and 
AIDS. The Catholic Church insists that the only theologically sound way 
to avoid contracting the HIV virus is to abstain from sexual relations. The 
Church refuses to endorse the use of condoms, the second-best defense 
(after abstention) against the communication of HIV. Alfonso Lopez Car-
dinal Trujillo, president of the Vatican Pontifical Council for the Family, 
shocked the world’s scientific and medical community when he misrepre-
sented the efficacy of condoms in preventing the spread of AIDS, saying, 
“[T]he spermatozoa can easily pass through the ‘net’ that is formed by the 
condom.”53 (UNAIDS and the National Institutes of Health conclude 
respectively that consistent and correct condom use reduces the risk of 
HIV by 90 percent and that condoms are “essentially impermeable” to 
even the smallest sexually transmitted viruses.)54 Priests and bishops who, 
following these official teachings, counsel African Catholics against the use 
of condoms, potentially do harm. The flip side of the harm done is the 
passively homicidal and unethical refusal to do good. The World Health 
Organization, for example, rebuked the Vatican for Trujillo’s remarks, as-



86 Perversion of Power

serting, “These incorrect statements about condoms and HIV are danger-
ous when we are facing a global pandemic, which has already killed more 
than twenty million people.”55

 When the Catholic Church insists that it is more sinful to use con-
doms in the midst of a sexually transmitted epidemic than it is for the 
same Church to withhold approbation of the use of condoms, it is less 
surprising that the sexual abuse of minors was handled unethically.
 The theology of sexuality has been a key spoke of the Catholic theo-
logical wheel for centuries. No matter how much attention is directed to 
solving the “sexual abuse crisis,” it does not seem likely that the Church 
can reestablish moral authority unless the pope and other officials develop 
an ethical theology of sexuality. Or as Tom Fox, former National Catholic 
Reporter publisher, asks, “Are we ready to baptize the erotic in our lives? 
Are we capable of cultivating and sharing the male and female in each of 
us? Can we see our endless and seemingly uncontrollable desires for inti-
macy and physical union as mere foreplay to total union, male and female, 
in God?”56
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Chapter  6

Celibate Sexuality and  
Sexually Active “Celibates”

Many commentators on the scandal focused on mandatory celibacy as 
a cause of the crisis. Some felt that required celibacy contributed to the 
sexual abuse of minors by narrowing the field of candidates for the priest-
hood to an already unusual slice of men—those willing at least to try 
to refrain from sex for a lifetime.1 Others insisted that it was not celi-
bacy itself but, rather, lapses of celibacy, tolerated by superiors and fellow 
priests, that supported the sexual abuse of minors.2 What became evident 
is that some number of clergy worldwide live active sexual lives while 
other priests and prelates—some of them sexually active as well—turn 
a blind eye to the chasm between celibacy as mandated and celibacy as 
lived.3 It is the secrecy and hypocrisy about celibacy that supported other 
sexual secrets like the abuse of minors by priests.

History of Celibacy
Rev. Thomas Doyle defines celibacy as proscribing “not only marriage but 
also any kind of romantic or sexual relationship or sexual contact with any 
other person in any degree.”4 Despite its centrality in official views of the 
priesthood, mandatory celibacy is a relative newcomer to Catholic disci-
pline.5 The Apostles were married, including Peter, and priests and bishops 
continued to marry throughout the first millennium of Christianity. St. 
Paul even emphasized that it was an apostolic prerogative for Christ’s dis-
ciples to marry, and he refused to impose celibacy on priests, even though 
he thought it preferable to marriage.6 In fact, it was not until the Second 
Lateran Council in 1139 that celibacy was declared mandatory for Catho-
lic priests.7 This twelfth-century decision symbolized the culmination of 
strong sociopolitical concerns within the Church involving perceptions 
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of priestly spirituality and, according to Richard Sipe, progeny, property, 
and power.8

 As Christianity developed over its first thousand years, substantial 
numbers of men and women experienced themselves as called to a freely 
chosen life of perpetual chastity. These were the early ascetics who were re-
vered by many Christians for their perceived spiritual wisdom and healing 
powers.9 Further, the assumed correlation between virginity and spiritual 
power was common in the pagan society surrounding Christianity, where 
sex, women, and the material body were devalued as impurities interfering 
with an individual’s spiritual enhancement.10

 By the fourth century, the height of the ascetics’ popularity, purity rit-
uals were imposed on the priesthood in part to render it more spiritually 
powerful in the minds of the Christian populace—to bring the priesthood 
into closer alliance with the ascetics.11 Priests, for example, were instructed 
to abstain from sex for at least twenty-four hours before consecrating the 
Eucharist so that they would be free from the contamination connected 
with sexual relations with a woman.12

 As celebration of the Eucharist became more frequent in Christian 
communities, priests were required to refrain from sex for longer peri-
ods of time.13 Eventually, they were directed to abstain entirely, even if 
they were married. The purity impositions were unpopular and many 
priests failed to comply with them. Up until the twelfth century, in fact, 
popes, bishops, and priests married and/or produced offspring who, in 
some cases, inherited their fathers’ offices. For example, Pope Anastasius 
I (399–401) was succeeded by his son, Pope Innocent I (407–417), and 
Pope Hormisdas (514–523) was followed in the papacy by his son Pope 
Silverius (536–537).14 Pope Sergius III (904–911) bore an illegitimate son 
who became Pope John XI.15

 Inherited priesthood or bishoprics left the Church vulnerable to the 
corruption or incompetence of heirs. Further, children required support, 
depleting the potential coffers of the Church and offering additional op-
portunities for financial mismanagement. Mandatory celibacy promised 
childless bachelors whose offices remained in the hands of the Church.
 Closely related to progeny was the issue of property. Married men 
might own property that was passed on to widows and children rather 
than to the Church when a priest or bishop died. Obligatory celibacy en-
sured that property was retained in perpetuity by the Church. This focus 
on property did not simply represent a lust for additional wealth but also 
solidified the continuity of parishes, monasteries, and abbeys. Property 
ownership provided the Church at least a modicum of protection from 
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the vagaries of history, politics, and the relative financial or pastoral com-
petence of its priests.
 Finally, mandatory celibacy enhanced the power of an increasingly 
centralized Church. Priests sworn to perpetual chastity became more ma-
terially and emotionally dependent on the Church, the primary source of 
all their physical, psychological, and spiritual succor. Indeed, mandatory 
celibacy created, for centuries, legions of priests and bishops who were 
available to serve their parishes and dioceses twenty-four hours a day. A 
priest on a given day could celebrate early morning Mass, participate in 
a funeral, pay parish bills, pray his breviary at the appointed hours, work 
on his Sunday sermon, attend a late afternoon Catholic Youth Organiza-
tion basketball game, preside over an evening novena (nine days of prayer) 
service, and roll out of bed at 2:00 a.m. to administer the last rites to a 
dying parishioner. In addition, when priests were plentiful and rectories 
full, priests could count on a certain amount of camaraderie and conversa-
tion with fellow priests, somewhat assuaging the loneliness associated with 
celibate lives.
 It is important to note that even the harshest critics of mandatory celi-
bacy acknowledge the potential grace and fulfillment attainable through a 
life of elective celibacy. For those who are truly called to that life, celibacy 
offers what is experienced as a graced opportunity to live in the image of 
Christ. Richard Sipe, a critic of obligatory celibacy, describes the truly cel-
ibate priest as transcendent, even mystic. He says: “The awareness of the 
transcendent in themselves and others, past and future, come together in 
them and their work. . . . They have a spiritual transparency—they indeed 
are what they seem to be. . . . These men point to ‘life beyond’ and to 
values not yet achieved. They are what they set out to be: men of God.”16

 For the true celibate, chastity is not an accoutrement of the priest-
hood, worn externally with more or less comfort and regularity, but is an 
essence of the priest’s being. Even if this man struggles during his lifetime 
to achieve and preserve perpetually celibate behavior, he is a celibate. Celi-
bacy here is an invitation and a gift from God, not a requirement of the 
Church, and the true celibate is a gift to his Church and its people.

Theology of Celibacy
A theology of celibacy gradually was constructed to support what origi-
nally seems to have been a pragmatically and sociopolitically motivated 
discipline. Once obligatory celibacy was theologized and institutional-
ized as a requirement for the priesthood, it was also idealized as spiritu-
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ally superior to marriage. Thomas Fox reports that the Council of Trent 
(1545–1563) asserted, “If anyone says that it is not better and more godly 
to live in virginity or in an unmarried state than to marry, let him be 
anathema,” that is, cut off from the Church.17 Eugene Kennedy points 
out that when men left the priesthood to be married, the Church referred 
to them as “reduced” to the lay state, suggesting a status demotion rather 
than a lateral move.18 Still today, the documents granting laicization to a 
petitioning priest wishing to marry direct the man to locate with his wife 
to a new parish where his “previous condition” is not known.19

 Vatican II and, more recently, Pope John Paul II attempted to de-
velop greater equivalency between marriage and celibacy but continued 
the idealization of celibacy as a superior state. In his exegesis of John Paul’s 
theology of the body, Christopher West states:

John Paul points out that if marriage “is fully appropriate and of a value 
that is fundamental, universal, and ordinary,” then it makes sense that 
continence for the Kingdom “possesses a particular and exceptional 
value.” . . . Marriage certainly has great value as an earthly sacrament of 
the eternal communion of heaven on earth. Because it anticipates the 
eschatological [referring to the ultimate destiny of humankind] reality, it 
[celibacy] is “heaven on earth.”20

 Previously, I noted that idealization tends to represent a psychological 
defense against conscious awareness of more negative feelings and percep-
tions. Conversely, devaluation often defends against conscious recognition 
of envy and desire for what one cannot have. Devaluation, in other words, 
frequently is an unconscious reaction: “I can’t have it, so it can’t be much 
good anyway.”

Sexually Active “Celibates”

Some priests who are faithful celibates believe that few other priests are 
sexually active and claim to know none themselves. It is likely that these 
priests attract as friends and confidantes other priests who also keep their 
celibacy promise. In addition, faithful priests may not recognize or assign 
appropriate meaning to signs of sexual misconduct among their peers, 
superiors, or charges because their perceptions are filtered through their 
personal experiences and expectations of celibate compliance. Finally, it 
is possible that some groupings of priests develop a culture in which ac-
tive sexuality is more genuinely taboo than in other diocesan or religious 
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communities. Still other priests, however, learn to maintain silence about 
sexually active brother priests because they fear, with good reason, that 
speaking the truth could alienate and marginalize them with both bish-
ops and peers. When Christian Brother Barry Coldrey prepared a report 
for his order’s superior general on sexual abuse and other violations of 
celibacy, he felt shunned by other members of his order: “It’s fair to say I 
was marginalized—There was a lot of bitching and bickering about what 
I was doing.”21

 Despite the perceptions of these priests, there is evidence that 
throughout ten centuries of obligatory celibacy, substantial numbers of 
priests were sexually active. Many almost assuredly continue to be. In fact, 
in 1971, Franjo Cardinal Seper told a synod of bishops, “I am not at all 
optimistic that celibacy is being observed.”22 Inactive priest Paul Dinter 
comments, “I was never an eyewitness to misdeeds, but I knew more than 
I wanted to know about sexual acting out among priests.”23

 Some sexual exploits of priests with adults have been publicized. In a 
memoir published after his death, Rev. James Lex, who entered the semi-
nary at fourteen years of age, related years of romantic relationships with 
women, one of which became sexual.24 An Argentinian priest, Rev. Jose 
Mariani, wrote a similar memoir of his sexual relationships with women 
and one man.25 He said he felt that Catholics needed to know about the 
sexuality of priests in order to understand more fully their clergy and the 
issues of celibacy. In 2005, a popular French priest, Abbe Pierre, published 
a book in which he talked about priests he knew who lived with com-
mon-law wives, and he acknowledged having broken his own promise of 
celibacy.26 Abbe Pierre wrote, “I’m convinced the Church needs married 
priests and celibate priests who can devote themselves totally to prayer and 
to others.”27

 Richard Sipe conducted an ethnographic study of celibacy in the 
priesthood that spanned forty years (1960–2002) and included data on 
2,776 active and resigned priests.28 Sipe concluded that, at any given time, 
50 percent of the priesthood is living out a commitment to celibacy; their 
intention is to become a celibate even if they experience occasional lapses 
along the way.29 Another 28 percent of priests are sexually active with 
adult women; 11 percent are homosexually active with adult men; and 
5 percent engage in other sexual pursuits like cross-dressing, pornogra-
phy, masturbation, or exhibitionism.30 Sipe estimated that the remaining 
6 percent are sexually active with minors, a percentage consistent with the 
results of the John Jay Study of abusive priests between 1950 and 2002.
 Some commentators disagree with Sipe’s numbers. Priest and soci-
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ologist Andrew Greeley is most critical. Using data from two Los Angeles 
Times surveys of about 2,000 active priests, Greeley estimates that 82 per-
cent of priests honor their promise of celibacy.31 Somewhat similarly, soci-
ologists Dean Hoge and Jacqueline Wenger found in a 2001 survey of over 
1,200 priests that only 11 percent of active priests cited celibacy as a serious 
problem for them.32 In another survey of priests who had been ordained 
less than five years, however, Hoge found a clear difference between ac-
tive and resigned priests.33 While only 30 percent of resigned priests had 
been satisfied living celibately, 87 percent of active diocesan priests and 74 
percent of active religious priests reported satisfaction with celibate life. 
This may suggest that celibacy is not problematic for a priest until it is and 
that, sometime after it becomes problematic, many priests for whom it is 
a problem resign, perhaps after a period of active sexuality.
 Sipe’s data are disadvantaged in being drawn from clinical samples 
of active and resigned priests in psychotherapy. In addition, some of his 
data are derived from third-party sources rather than a celibate or sexu-
ally active priest himself. On the other hand, Sipe collected his data over 
forty years. He was able to develop a sense of celibacy lived or not over 
many years. The Los Angeles Times survey (available at www.latimes.com), 
Hoge’s, and Hoge and Wenger’s research all asked respondents about their 
relationship with celibacy at the time of the survey. None of these polls 
asked specifically about a priest’s current or past sexual activity. It is con-
ceivable, therefore, that a priest could report not having a problem with 
celibacy because he no longer lived it. Of particular note is that 55 percent 
of respondents to the 2002 Los Angeles Times poll and 54 percent of those 
who responded to Hoge and Wenger’s poll were over sixty years old. It is 
possible that most of these men had arrived at a stage of life at which they 
had come to some peace with their relationship to celibacy. In fact, in the 
Los Angeles Times survey, 43 percent of priests over forty asserted that celi-
bacy was not a problem and that they did not waver from their promises, 
while only 22 percent of priests twenty-two to forty years old endorsed 
that statement. Twenty-one percent of that age group acknowledged that 
celibacy was neither relevant nor observed within their priesthoods. For 
all these reasons, this book uses Sipe’s numbers on celibacy.
 Sipe’s work indicates that celibacy remains experientially optional for 
many priests. Officials, however, deny or minimize that reality while pay-
ing lip service to the centrality of celibacy in the Catholic priesthood. 
Even when there is some acknowledgment of the activity itself, the mean-
ing of the sex—for the Church, for the priest’s brethren, for his parish or 
ministerial community and, especially, for his partner(s)—is kept at bay. 
Rather than open discussion, analysis, and confrontation of the paradox 
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inherent in sexually active sworn celibates, secrecy and denial prevail. The 
same paradigm characterized the sexual abuse of minors.
 Sexual activity in the priesthood extends both vertically through the 
hierarchy of the Church and horizontally throughout each of those ranks. 
Nine American bishops who led dioceses have resigned since 1990 amid 
allegations of sexual misconduct. In 1990, for example, Archbishop Eu-
gene Marino of Atlanta was forced to resign after he was found appropri-
ating Church funds to support his mistress with whom he had traveled 
openly for over a year.34 It is notable that the pilfering was responded 
to with greater urgency than was the archbishop’s affair.35 Likewise, the 
sexual abuse of minors by priests was seriously addressed by the official 
Church only when victims/survivors began to sue for damages.
 Priests and bishops whose sexual behaviors are known but unspoken 
in their communities are vulnerable to overt or covert blackmail by other 
clergy, including child molesters. Br. Barry Coldrey is quoted by Jason 
Berry and Gerald Renner as saying: “[Those] who abuse minors and com-
mit criminal offenses have been able to hide within a sympathetic under-
world of other clergy and Church workers who are merely breaking their 
vows by having heterosexual or gay sex with consenting adults. . . . They 
share an unstated capacity for mutual blackmail.”36

 Even without an amorphous threat of blackmail hovering over them, 
priests and bishops hiding their own shameful sexual secrets undoubtedly 
experience conflict about confronting, exposing, or appropriately censor-
ing priests who abused minors. In a culture in which all sex is “bad” sex 
because it transgresses the promise of lifelong celibacy, moral distinctions 
between categories of “bad” sex may have become blunted by priests and 
prelates who had their own “bad” sexual histories. Potentially lacking both 
the moral sensibility to fully appreciate the criminality and consequences 
of sexual abuse of minors and the moral authority to confront abusing 
priests forcefully, the priesthood, including the hierarchy, turned the same 
blind eyes to sexual abuse that they did to other forms of active sexuality 
among their brethren.

Heterosexual Activity in the Priesthood
In this chapter, only heterosexual activity by priests and its influence on 
the sexual abuse crisis will be addressed. Sexually active homosexual priests 
are discussed in the following chapter on the broader issue of homosexual-
ity in Roman Catholicism.
 Richard Sipe estimates that, at any point in time, 28 percent of priests 
are involved in heterosexual activity with adult women; two-thirds of them 
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are in stable relationships or in stable patterns of sequential relationships, 
one-third of them in experimental or exploratory encounters devoid of 
relational commitment.37

 Some priests may feel that their ministerial work is enhanced by their 
involvement in a relationship infused with love and continuity. Thomas 
Merton, a revered monk and spiritual writer, engaged in a short-lived but 
passionate and loving relationship with a younger woman and wrote about 
it in his journals.38 Merton believed that his relationship with “M” was a 
God-given blessing that changed him forever and brought him closer to 
God. Rev. Donald Cozzens quotes Merton: “I do not regret at all my love 
for her and am convinced it was a true gift from God and has been an 
inestimable help to me. . . . There is a certain fullness in my life now, even 
without her. Something that was never there before.”39

 Certainly, a long-term or deeply felt love relationship may open a 
man’s soul and even allow him to continue as a more effective priest or 
to remain in a priesthood he might otherwise leave from loneliness. Un-
fortunately, however, even these warm and consensual relationships are 
embedded in dishonesty and secrecy. That alone deprives both the couple 
and the priest’s community of relational integrity and, in the end, detracts 
from the potential fullness of both relationships. In addition, there is often 
a disregard for the impact on the woman after the priest ends the affair 
and returns to his former life or seeks a new partner. “M,” for example, 
never spoke of her side of her time with Merton, but Cozzens perceptively 
wonders “whether the relationship was ultimately a graced experience for 
‘M,’ who was thirty years Merton’s junior and engaged to be married at 
the time of the affair.”40 Sipe picks up that theme:

Even saints who opted for celibacy after they sowed their wild oats—
Ignatius and a myriad of others—leave no bold trace of gratitude to 
their former partners or a sense of the injustice done by their use of 
women. They lamented their sins, but have left no history of model for 
reparation to the woman involved in their development.41

The disconnect between the experience for the priest and the effect on the 
sexual “partner” was also a hallmark of the sexual abuse scandal.
 Except in situations of long-term, mutual commitment, women in-
volved with priests are always vulnerable to abandonment if the priest 
is transferred or decides to resume a celibate existence. Seldom does the 
priest or his Church show much empathy for the jilted woman, often 
perceiving her as a temptress who led the priest astray in the first place. 
Sipe puts it this way: “What about the woman? The unspoken explanation 
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within the system persists that: (1) she is to blame for the priest’s dalliance; 
(2) she should be grateful and silent for the privilege of such selection or 
closeness; (3) it is part of the special grace and gift of a woman to be able 
to save a priest by her love.”42

 While it is true that an adult woman entering into a consensual re-
lationship with a priest should be aware of the emotional perils involved, 
it is also true that she deserves comfort and recognition of her loss if the 
affair is ended by the priest. Instead, the institutional lack of empathy for 
the voluntary lovers of priests became part of the Church’s response pat-
tern to any sexual partner of a clergyman, even if the “partner” was a child 
or adolescent who was violated by the priest.
 When a priest enters a sexual relationship with a parishioner or em-
ployee (often the same), the power differential inherent in the relationship 
represents an ethical violation of the priest’s fiduciary obligations as well 
as a breach of his celibacy. As the sexual abuse scandal burgeoned, numer-
ous adult women came forward to report sexual experiences with priests 
who were pastors, spiritual directors, pastoral counselors, or employers. In 
2003, for example, the Archdiocese of Boston held records of forty-one 
priests who had been accused of sexual misconduct with women, many of 
them likely to have been parishioners.43

 In another instance, a New York judge ordered the Diocese of Brook-
lyn to reinstate Barbara Samide, a Catholic school principal, who had 
been placed on leave after she reported to the diocese that Rev. John 
Thompson, pastor of her school’s parish, sexually and physically assaulted 
her.44 Samide also told the diocese and the Queens District Attorney that 
Thompson had embezzled funds from the parish. Thompson admitted 
stealing $95,940 from the Church but denied the assault charges. New 
York Supreme Court Justice Duane Alphonse Hart was quoted as saying: 
“The way I am following the facts . . . after she turned Fr. Thompson in to 
either the Diocese of Brooklyn or the District Attorney, her services were 
no longer needed by the diocese.” Here, breaking silence and making pub-
lic a priest’s alleged sexual and financial crimes were deemed by the judge 
to have incurred punishment, rather than gratitude and reparation, from 
a Catholic diocese. During the sexual abuse crisis, Church officials often 
responded with the same ire to victims/survivors or their family members 
who spoke up to report the abuse of a minor.
 In San Antonio, the diocese awarded $300,000 to Julia Villegas 
Phelps, who alleged that her pastor, Rev. Michael Kenny, had forced her 
to have intercourse in front of her two sons during their two-year affair.45 
Kenny acknowledged that he had sex with Phelps, as well as with other 
women, and admitted to fathering two children. Kenny also alleged that 
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he divulged his sexual activity to at least six other priests. After the settle-
ment, Archbishop Patrick Flores announced that Ms. Phelps’s sins were 
as damaging to her faith as Kenny’s were. While that may be true in some 
theological way, Flores’s comments suggest little compassion for a young 
woman in a relationship with an enormous power differential built in. 
Nor do they at all address the pain, overstimulation, and confusion the 
two boys experienced if indeed they were exposed to their pastor engaging 
sexually with their mother.
 Because Catholic priests until the late 1980s received little or no train-
ing in sexuality—their own or anyone else’s—they had no template for 
appreciating the idealized, eroticized transferences the priesthood often 
evokes in women (and children, especially adolescents). In psychoanalysis, 
transference connotes the human tendency to experience feelings, fanta-
sies, and expectations about another person that are not really reflective 
of the current relationship but rather bespeak relational strivings formed 
in earlier relationships. Oftentimes, the intensity of the transference reac-
tions is related to the level of anonymity of the other person—the more 
anonymous, the more intensely felt.
 As a representative of the Divine, the priest unconsciously draws 
erotically tinged yearnings for intimate, even sexual, communion with 
the Divine. If he is not aware of the erotic power of his status, he easily 
can mistake flirtations and sexual attractions for “the real thing.” Rev. Ann 
Richards, Episcopalian priest and former Canon for Ministry Develop-
ment for the Episcopalian Diocese of New York, addresses this issue so 
well that it is worth quoting her at length:

A priest—male or female, married or single, straight or gay—attracts 
sexual energy and generates sexual energy in a unique way. This aspect 
of being a priest is rarely discussed in the formation process or in the 
seminaries. A priest is a numinous figure, representing God in the 
religious tradition. . . . It is simply a fact that the concept of a priest 
holds great power. . . . The writings of the mystics in every religious 
tradition testify that spiritual energy and sexual energy are the same 
energy, and thus the priest is—by virtue of his or her vocation—a 
sexual icon. The priestly garb, the black clothing and white clerical 
collar, intensify the sexual mystique. Like the uniform of the firefighter 
or police officer, the collar invests the priest with an allure that has 
nothing to do with who he is as an individual. . . . [F]or lay persons, 
the collar represents a glamour that is for some extremely enticing. . . . 
Intensifying this aura of charged sexuality is that priests do not simply 
draw sexual energy toward them; rather, sexual energy flows between 
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lay persons and priests in a way that may never reach awareness. . . . If 
not handled respectfully, reflected on, and integrated, however, it can 
degenerate into sexual transgression. When sexual energy is handled 
wrongly, when the priest is not equipped to respect a layperson as “off 
limits” for him personally, he no longer functions to represent God. 
He acts as God.46

 Richards refers to the abuse of power inherent in sexual engagement 
with a layperson, especially a person with whom the priest has a fiduciary 
relationship. For Catholic priests who are trained to believe that they are 
“other Christs,” acting as God is not always a foreign idea and may gen-
erate additional erotic stimulation for both the priest and the woman. 
Further, for women who are disempowered in their life stations or in their 
primary relationships, sexual union with a priest may offer an illusory 
promise of status, a fantasied empowerment as consort of the Divine.

The Sexual Victimization of Nuns
The perversion of power inherent in sexual abuse also has been evident 
in the sexual victimization of religious women by priests. In a 1996 study 
of more than eleven hundred nuns from 123 different orders conducted 
by St. Louis University researchers, more than 6 percent of the women 
reported having had sexual liaisons with priests or vowed religious men.47 
The rape of some religious women serving in Africa by priests and bish-
ops was publicized in late 1995.48 Nuns were considered to be safe sexual 
partners for priests and prelates fearful of contracting AIDS from Afri-
can natives.49 Superiors of communities of religious women were asked to 
make their nuns available for sex with clergy; some young women aspir-
ing to religious life had to submit to sex in order to obtain permission 
from priests to further their vocations; and nuns were impregnated by 
priests in substantial numbers—twenty-nine in one community alone.50 
Priests brought nuns and other women to abortion clinics to dispose of 
the fetuses they had conceived, and, in one case, a nun died during her 
abortion only to have the priest who impregnated her preside over her 
funeral Mass.51 Although the Vatican claimed that priests raping nuns was 
confined to Africa, researchers noted the behavior in twenty-three coun-
tries, including the United States.52

 Sex between priests and nuns, even if it is consensual, represents in-
cest. Religious women and priests are members of the inner family of 
the Church and address each other in familial terms: “Sister,” “Brother,” 
and “Father.” Their sexual unions not only break the promises or vows of 
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chastity each made, but also symbolically violate the incest taboo. When 
sex is imposed by a priest on a nun, a woman who by status always is in a 
less powerful position than the priest, the incest morphs into incestuous 
abuse. Like so many victims of rape and sexual abuse, religious women 
have been loath to come forward with their stories of exploitation by 
priests, preferring to confront the issues internally and therapeutically.53

 Silence and secrecy thus prevailed about sex between priests and nuns. 
It was one more category of shameful sexual secrets pressing against the 
moral integrity of the Church, enhancing the dynamics of incest, denial, 
and secrecy evident in the sexual abuse of minors.

Fathers, Not Dads

In Illinois, under questioning in a 1995 deposition that came to light in 
2002, Joliet Bishop Joseph Imesch was asked about his decision to invite 
a priest into the diocese even though the man had been convicted and 
sentenced to six months in prison for sexually abusing an altar boy at a 
Michigan parish. Imesch had worked at the same parish and had known 
the priest before becoming Joliet’s bishop. When the priest, Fr. Gary Ber-
thiaume, arrived in Illinois, Imesch assigned him to a busy parish with 
lots of children. “If you had a child,” the lawyer recalled asking Imesch, 
“wouldn’t you be concerned that the priest they were saying Mass with 
had been convicted of sexually molesting children?” “I don’t have any 
children,” Imesch replied.54

Paradigms of Fatherhood
One aspect of the sexual abuse of a minor is its inherent corruption of the 
parental role symbolically embedded in any relationship between a child 
and an adult who has authority over that youth. Incestuous abuse by a 
father is particularly heinous because it perverts the essential caretaking 
responsibilities of parenthood and the trust that children place in parental 
figures. Sexual abuse by a priest is incest; it is a betrayal of the paternal au-
thority assumed by priests and bishops and invested in them by the laity. 
Sexual abuse and its cover-up perhaps were fueled, in part, by emotions 
and attitudes associated with the paradoxical demands on Catholic clergy 
to be fathers to communities of faithful while at the same time being 
proscribed from experiencing parenthood within a nuclear family. To that 
extent, priests have been expected to be fathers to all and dads to none.
 Catholic priests are called “Father” and are the symbolic patriarchs 
of their parishioners’ families. Especially during what Eugene Kennedy 
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calls the “Brick and Mortar” phase of American Catholicism (roughly 
the late 1800s to the late 1960s), children and adults alike looked to their 
priest for the moral and spiritual guidance traditionally associated with 
paternal roles within a family.55 Especially salient was the priest’s position 
as the living icon of the Law—the Law of God, the Law of the Fathers. 
As representative of the Law, the priest served as an embodied reminder 
that Catholics in his care were to regulate their actions to conform to the 
cultural demands of their faith.
 There are psychological constructions of this regulatory aspect of par-
enting, especially as it applies to fathers. Freud, for example, credited the 
father as the major influence in the development of the child’s super-ego, 
the seat of conscience and ideals.56 Inherent in the Freudian perspective 
is the father’s responsibility and authority to represent the demands and 
traditions of the culture into which the child is born. The Freudian father 
also warns his children about the consequences stemming from failure to 
conform to the cultural demands he carries into the family. The grating 
adage, “Just wait until your father comes home!” captures the image of fa-
ther as Law that was stereotypically played out in many families, especially 
those of the “Brick and Mortar” era.
 This view of father cast him as a potential wedge between an end-
lessly nurturing mother and a child yearning for freely given feedings. 
Within families, it was the father who ensured that the child gradually was 
trained to earn access to mother’s goodness and generosity by conforming 
to the rules of the family and the culture. Although many past families 
were never perfectly congruent with this stereotype and although the con-
figuration of a substantial number of contemporary families has changed 
dramatically, the role of the father as transmitter of the Law prevails in the 
unconscious of human beings and in the systemic patterns families put 
into operation to regulate themselves.
 Certainly, pre–Vatican II views of the function of priests were consis-
tent with these perspectives of the father as guardian and conveyer of laws, 
morals, ideals, and values. No matter how paternal a priestly Father might 
be, it was he who heard a parishioner’s confession and meted out the pen-
ance befitting the sins. In that role, a priest controlled a Catholic’s ability 
to partake of the nourishment of Holy Communion, the sacramental meal 
lovingly provided by Holy Mother Church but served by Fathers. Since 
a Catholic had to be in a state of grace, with all sins confessed and for-
given, to receive the Eucharist, the priest stood between the supplicating 
parishioner hungry for sacramental food and the table laden with mother’s 
nurturing meal. Further, through his reading of and commentary on the 
Gospels—the Word of God—at Mass, the priest taught the children of the 
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Church the laws and cultural mores of Catholicism. He represented the 
love and forgiveness of the Divine as well as the punishment and depriva-
tion experienced by those who strayed too far from cultural mandates.
 Over the last decade or so, social scientists have recognized that fa-
therhood can be described in other terms. Calvin Colarusso, a psychia-
trist studying the experience of fathering, postulates that a man’s identity 
begins to change with the impregnation of a woman.57 Through that act, 
the man is confirmed in his anatomical and procreative adequacy; he is 
assured that his sexual equipment functions as intended and, in that pro-
cess, transits more completely into a generative adulthood. After the birth 
of his child, the father, through cocreating with his spouse and child an 
intergenerational family, experiences himself more as an adult father and 
less as a child and son of his own father. When things go well, vestiges of 
adolescence are transformed as the father cares for his partner and child.
 Particularly emphasized in contemporary views of male development 
is the importance of the father’s ability to provide what psychoanalyst 
Michael Diamond calls “watchful protectiveness” over his child and its 
mother.58 In this role, the father mediates between the external world and 
the mother-child pair, freeing the mother to engross herself in her baby’s 
care, especially right after birth. In so doing, the man relinquishes remain-
ing claims to more adolescent notions of limitless freedom and narcissistic 
omnipotence—a macho sense that he can do anything. Rather, Diamond 
says, “the selfless generosity, sacrifice, and servitude required by such early 
forms of fathering strengthen a man’s sense of ‘real manhood,’ ” in part 
because the new father fulfills at that point cultural definitions of men as 
providers for women and children.59 Donald Cozzens agrees that “the so-
bering realities of marriage, fatherhood, and mortgages . . . often shake an 
emotionally adolescent male into maturity and manhood,” and he notes 
that these experiences are not available to seminarians and priests.60

 The watchfully protective function of the father is particularly relevant 
to a discussion of sexual abusiveness. The man who successfully assumes 
this role is unlikely to violate a child or to stand by while someone else 
does it. For example, when Wayne Sagrera learned that Fr. Gilbert Gauthe 
had sexually abused three of his four sons, he called the office of Lafayette, 
Louisiana, Bishop Gerard Frey and was told by Church officials there that 
Gauthe would remain in his parish because they had no one with whom 
to replace him.61 Sagrera told 60 Minutes II that, at that point: “I called 
and cussed and told him you either take him out of here or someone’s 
gonna kill the son of a bitch and it might be me. He’s gonna die. The re-
lationship between a father and his son is a powerful thing. And you just 
best get him out of here.”62
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 While this may seem excessively macho, it also portrays Sagrera’s in-
tense determination to protect his sons from further abuse. Other men, 
like priests or bishops who have not experienced the developmental mile-
stone of providing early and primary material and emotional provisioning 
for a partner and child, may not forge a fully empathic recognition of a 
child’s vulnerability to betrayal by trusted adults.
 In becoming a father himself, the man also learns to acknowledge 
his capacity for “mothering.” Psychoanalyst Chasseguet-Smirgel suggests 
that, as a nurturing, maternal father, a man identifies with the nourishing 
Father in the Lord’s Prayer, a maternal father who provides daily bread 
while his stereotypical paternal side forgives sins and asserts his will, hope-
fully in negotiation with his partner.63 Ideally, as the father tries on roles 
historically associated with women, particularly mothers, he broadens his 
identity to include emotions, attitudes, and behaviors previously expe-
rienced as located only in the “other,” usually “woman.” Damon Linker 
puts it well when he says:

Would my life be easier if, in premodern fashion, my wife took on 
almost all the responsibility of caring for our son? Perhaps. . . . For all 
the stresses and strains of life as a new man, there’s no substitute for 
the act of devoting oneself to another person, especially one so helpless 
and needy. It—and arguably it alone—grants a gift of spontaneous, 
unconditional love that every human being, and not just women, 
should experience.64

 Fatherhood also allows a man to mourn lost opportunities with his 
own father. Here, the father stops looking to his father or to substitute 
father figures to fill unmet childhood needs. Rather, by loving and caring 
for his child, the adult father identifies with his young child and is able to 
parent his internal child through fathering well his own child. Priests are 
deprived of this particular potential to rework internalized relationships 
with their fathers. Given that many priests appear to have had troubled 
relationships with fathers, or were actually or symbolically fatherless, it 
may signify a real loss.65

 Dean Hoge suggests that the priesthood is overrepresented by sons 
of alcoholic fathers.66 Andrea Celenza, a psychoanalyst who treats priests, 
finds that many of these men had fathers who died early, left the family, 
were emotionally unavailable, and/or were degraded by the future priest’s 
mother.67 Paul Dinter reports that few of his fellow seminarians or priests 
had close relationships with their fathers.68 Priests may also have had 
mothers who idealized the parish priest at the expense of their husbands. 
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Some of these sons, deprived of a role model in their fathers, learned that 
the best men were priests who had no families and no sex.
 Becoming a priest, at one level, can be seen therefore as an uncon-
scious attempt to become the man the mother really loved while finding 
a new father in the Church—God, bishops, pastors. When inevitable re-
lational disappointments occurred, some priests may have felt abandoned 
by the people they turned to for love and recognition. Having received 
little empathy from paternal figures, these men perhaps were ill-equipped 
as priests/fathers to develop empathy for children in their care. As they 
or other priests sexually transgressed with minors, they did not feel com-
pelled to protect the young.

Priests and Progeny
Scores of priests have become fathers through sexual relationships with 
adult women,69 and most were unwilling to take responsibility for their 
paternity, much less to engage in watchful protectiveness over anyone in-
volved.70 In late 2003, for example, two adults received confirmation that 
Fr. James Foley is their father.71 Foley, who had a long-term affair with 
their mother, left her one evening in 1973 after she ingested a drug over-
dose and he did not return to her home in time to save her life.72 Richard 
Cardinal Cushing, former archbishop of Boston, was aware that Foley had 
been involved with women as early as 1968.73 Although Foley had been 
removed from a diocese in Canada because of his affairs with women, 
Cushing assigned him to a new parish in Haverhill, Massachusetts.74 In 
1993, Bernard Cardinal Law and Bishop John B. McCormack, now head 
of the Diocese of Manchester, New Hampshire, and a seminary classmate 
of Foley’s, learned that Foley had left the mother of his children to die.75 
The priest was then sent to a treatment facility whose staff deemed him 
unstable and “highly charged sexually.”76 Cardinal Law responded to the 
assessment by placing Foley in another parish, and Foley remained in 
ministry until the record of his affair became public in 2002.77 Foley never 
attempted to locate or provide for his children, one of whom bears his first 
name.78

 Fr. Gerald John Plesetz reportedly acknowledged impregnating a four-
teen-year-old girl and also allegedly fathered the child of a twenty-two-
year-old woman; he had nothing to do afterward with either his children 
or their mothers.79 Alabama Fr. Adrian Cook confessed to having fathered 
a child with one woman after he was accused by another woman of sexual 
assault; Cook termed the latter relationship consensual.80 Bishop Hubert 
O’Connor of British Columbia left office in 1992 after being indicted for 
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raping two women, one of whom, a seamstress for priests, bore a child 
whom O’Connor, the alleged father, arranged to have adopted imme-
diately after she was born.81 Similarly, Bishop Eamon Casey of Ireland 
resigned when it was learned that he had fathered a child in 1974.82 When 
the mother refused Casey’s request that she place the boy up for adoption, 
he siphoned Church funds to help her raise their son in America.83 Sipe 
reports that one priest had an ongoing relationship with the parish house-
keeper during which he impregnated her twice; both times, the couple 
chose to abort the child.84 In these cases and others like them, the Fathers 
apparently felt little or no need to be fathers: to care for, provide for, or 
even meet their offspring. Sometimes, in fact, they reportedly preferred to 
abort them despite the Church’s strong teaching about the grave sinfulness 
of abortion.
 In another part of the world, Ricardo Cardinal Vidal of the Philip-
pines announced a 2003 misconduct policy that automatically leads to the 
defrocking of any priest who fathers two or more children but imposes less 
serious penalties on priests who sire “only” one child.85 It appears to be 
a somewhat inexplicable policy for an ostensibly celibate organization to 
propagate but sets in relief the apparently common reality of priests siring 
children.
 Although within the Church, celibacy and priesthood were consid-
ered above, rather than different from, active sexuality and fatherhood, 
most priests would know at least unconsciously that the wider world cel-
ebrated as ultimately potent a man who produced progeny. Throughout 
history, for example, kings only attained legitimacy as regents after they 
had delivered an heir into the kingdom. The king or emperor appearing 
on his palace balcony, holding his child—especially his son—high in the 
air for all to see, was showing off his genital accomplishment as much as 
the embodied being of his new heir.
 Before celibacy was required of the priesthood, we have seen that 
popes, bishops, and priests had children to whom they even passed on 
their holy offices. Long after celibacy became a requirement for the priest-
hood, at least one pope’s yearning to parent overcame the limitations of 
his clerical state. Historian Garry Wills relates the story of Pope Pius IX, 
the late nineteenth-century pope, who “adopted” Edgardo Mortara, a Jew-
ish child baptized secretly by the family’s Catholic servant and then kid-
napped by men associated with the Vatican.86 It is a story of “fatherhood” 
that paradoxically underscores the lack of appreciation some priests, bish-
ops, and popes have had for that parental role.
 Deciding that a “Catholic” child literally could not be raised in good 
faith by Jewish parents, Pius took the child into the Vatican and raised 
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him as his son. The pope’s perversion of parenthood and his disregard for 
Edgardo’s suffering parents are detectable in Pius’s reactions to criticisms 
generated around the world by Edgardo’s kidnapping. Pius blamed Chris-
tian-hating Jews for questioning his “adoption” of Edgardo, apparently 
dissociating the probability that the kidnapping was prompted in part 
by Jewish-hating Catholic prejudices. When Jewish delegates in Rome 
pleaded with Pius to return Edgardo to his parents, Pius lambasted them: 
“Lower your voice. Do you forget before whom you are speaking? I sup-
pose this is the thanks I get for all the benefits you have received from me. 
[Pius had freed Rome’s Jews from earlier anti-Semitic restrictions.] Take 
care, for I could have made you go back to your hole.”87

 The pope perhaps perceived that his emancipation of the Jews from 
discriminatory laws entitled him to kidnap one of their children in a kind 
of bizarre blood tribute. Later, Pius felt satisfied and vindicated in his 
parenting when Edgardo followed in his “father’s” footsteps and became 
a priest. Pope John Paul II beatified Pius IX. The decision to send on his 
way to sainthood Pio Nono, “a man who today in any civil society would 
have faced a jail sentence for . . . kidnap, was sending entirely the wrong 
signals” to the world, especially in view of the sexual abuse scandal.88

 Pius’s kidnapping of Edgardo deprived the boy’s father of his paren-
tal rights and opportunities. Similarly, in any parish or church setting, a 
young person represented living evidence of his or her father’s sexual po-
tency and competency in impregnating a woman. These men often were 
parishioners and thus spiritual sons of the abusing priest. In the uncon-
scious of the priest, the male parishioner’s fatherhood may have challenged 
the sexual adequacy and manliness of the childless and supposedly celibate 
“father” who was expected to have a paternal relationship with both the 
adult male and his children. In a clerically distorted enactment of the 
classic Oedipal configuration, the symbolically castrated priest/father may 
have, in fact, symbolically castrated his parishioner/son by abusing the 
parishioner’s child, thereby assaulting the parishioner’s virility and capacity 
to fulfill his culturally mandated role to protect the young.

Adopted or Fostered Children
In a series of investigative articles published in 2004, the Seattle Post-Intel-
ligencer found another disturbing course some priests pursued to obtain 
“sons” who allegedly also were used as sexual objects by their new fathers.89 
In these situations, priests formally or informally fostered or “adopted” 
boys, often telling them and their parent(s) that they would care for them 
as sons. Once ensconced in the priest’s rectory, the boys—usually from 
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situations of poverty in foreign countries or violence and abuse here in 
the United States—learned that their new Father/father demanded a high 
price for his provisioning. 
 Albert Green, for example, claims that he lived with Rev. Ed Ol-
szewski on and off for almost thirty years, beginning at age eleven.90 He 
recalls being thrilled with the grand size and fine appointments of the 
rectory when he first moved in. His first night with his new parent, how-
ever, allegedly established the sexual nature of the bond. Green reports: 
“Olszewski took out some Vaseline and he was rubbing it on me, my front 
and back. He put it up into my rectum. I felt something really weird. I 
just turned over and felt something else go inside of it.”91

 Olszewski reportedly did provide Albert with a luxurious lifestyle, 
which the previously impoverished kid loved. In addition, Albert was rec-
ognized by the priest and the parishioners as special, even powerful, noth-
ing he ever had experienced about himself before. For a long time, he tried 
to reconcile the two sides of his life:

Church members would ask him to serve as an intermediary with 
“Father Ed.” He was somebody and he liked it that way. “I knew what 
he was doing. I just felt like he was my father, he was the president, 
whatever he says, goes. I never really had nothing, now I’m rich and 
famous. . . . I felt special,” he said. “It never clicked that you were being 
abused. He was my dad. I was in love with him. I was so happy to be 
there. I didn’t care about the sex. Who cares about this? Look what I 
got in return.”92

 Part of what Albert got in return was a life reportedly marked by drug 
abuse, alcoholism, and drifting. Although Olszewski denies any wrong-
doing, a Michigan jury found him guilty of taking indecent liberties with 
Green, and he lives as a registered sex offender. For a time prior to his 
conviction, he ran a licensed foster home in Florida.
 The Seattle reporters investigated eleven cases and note that 120 other 
accusers, described in the 2004 John Jay College of Criminal Justice study 
of the prevalence of priest abuse, asserted that they also were living with 
their abusers at the time of the sexual molestations.
 In these cases, the sexual abuse of minors became concretely incestu-
ous, with the priest claiming to be both father and lover to his acquired 
son. It represented not only an attack on the minor, but also a betrayal 
of the parents or social service organizations that entrusted a child to the 
priest for protection and nurturing.
 Churches traditionally have been places of refuge and sanctuary for 
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the hunted and forlorn; metaphoric wombs that contain, nourish, heal, 
and protect those who have nowhere left to go. By taking a minor into a 
rectory as a son and keeping him a state of concubinage, the priest also 
desecrated Holy Mother Church, sullying what should have been prayer-
ful and safe sacred space.

The Bishops: More Childless “Fathers”
When victims or their families complained to members of the hierarchy 
about an abusing priest, they were turning to men who also were child-
less Fathers/fathers. Many of these men, like Bishop Imesch quoted at the 
beginning of this section, had difficulty appreciating the pain and damage 
inflicted by the sexually abusive priest. They had never served as watchful 
protectors of their own children nor directly shielded a mother-child dyad 
from premature impingements from the outside world, even though they 
may have had pastoral responsibilities within a community.
 In addition, paternal feelings that might stir within a bishop con-
fronted with sexual abuse by a priest would likely be directed toward the 
priest, positioned by the Church as the bishop’s spiritual son. To acknowl-
edge fully the transgressions of the abusing priest might evoke shame in 
the bishop for having produced a “bad seed” son. Further, bishops and 
priests, as has been seen, were formed to think of their station as spiritu-
ally above that of a married man, woman, and child. If one can imagine 
a baker in a feudal village seeking redress from a nobleman whose foster 
son had raped the baker’s daughter, one can better understand the con-
temptuous response so many victims and their families received from the 
Church’s hierarchy.

Sublimated Fatherhood
It is important to note that there are men, including priests and bishops, 
who can grow into a mature manhood without fathering children. Sipe, 
for example, rightly points out that many priests work with minors and do 
great good through a healthy sublimation of their generative strivings.93 
These men provide invaluable guidance, education, emotional support, 
and recreation for young people who become better human beings for 
having known their priest. In the process, the priest successfully develops 
into a true spiritual father.
 Perhaps most emblematic of this successful fathering are the legions 
of young men and women educated by Catholic priests and brothers. 
These youngsters, often from underprivileged backgrounds, were given a 
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foundation for a life they would not have had without these clergy, most 
of whom never harmed a child. I myself remember the many Catholic 
priests who lived for most of their priesthoods in the dorms at the Uni-
versity of Notre Dame and who were available almost every hour of every 
day to provide paternal listening, guidance, and, yes, discipline to college 
students struggling with the challenges of growing into adulthood. This 
book is about the priests who failed their communities, but it is important 
to remember and respect the many priests who succeeded in being appro-
priate and loving “fathers” to young people.
 It is most often through mourning the family that never will be con-
stituted that a man is able adaptively to redirect generative strivings, in-
cluding those to watch over and protect a child in whom a man sees his 
own reflection. One priest, for example, told me about a year-long depres-
sion, occurring in midlife and stimulated by the full recognition that he 
never would be a husband or father. Similarly, disappointment and pain 
remaining from the man’s relationship with his own father must be ac-
knowledged and psychologically addressed without access to the “second 
chance” inherent in parenting a child in whom one may refind and repair 
an earlier version of self.
 The priest or bishop who believed that the priesthood was an elevated 
state perhaps could not mourn openly because he had been taught that 
he had lost little in becoming a priest. During his priestly formation, and 
later in his life in the rectory, school, or chancery, there were no words, no 
syntax given to him for symbolizing the pain of childlessness. And even 
if he formed the words, there were few people available to listen to them. 
Rather than grieving the pain of relinquishing the chance to become fa-
thers, some priests may have dissociated these emotions, perhaps even 
unconsciously replacing them with an indifference or hardness of heart 
toward that which they lacked in their own lives. Sexual abuse, in this 
case, partly represented an adolescent denial of impossibility; an impulse-
driven insistence that the priest could “have” a child whenever he wanted 
one.

The Future of Celibacy

Most priests and laypeople believe that celibacy should be optional, at 
least for diocesan priests. In a 2001 survey commissioned by the National 
Federation of Priests’ Councils, 56 percent of the priests surveyed felt 
that celibacy should be optional for diocesan priests.94 Another survey of 
priests, conducted by the Los Angeles Times in 2002, found that 69 per-
cent of respondents favored the ordination of married men to the Roman 
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Catholic priesthood.95 Laypeople long have favored a married priesthood. 
Surveys indicate that more than 70 percent of laypeople believe in a mar-
ried priesthood and almost 80 percent would like to see former priests 
who left to marry welcomed back as priests.96 Even some bishops agree. 
Bishops from Asia, Oceania, Latin America, and Africa all have asked 
Popes John Paul II and Benedict XVI to allow the ordination of married 
men, knowing that in many cases that decision would simply legitimize 
what is happening anyway among their priests.97 There already are about 
two hundred married priests serving in American parishes because Pope 
John Paul II allowed married Episcopalian priests to convert and enter the 
Roman ministry.98 It is a situation that makes mandatory celibacy even 
more unfair to Catholic men who enter the priesthood and are required 
to remain forever unmarried.
 The end of celibacy would not signal the end of child abuse. Mar-
ried men throughout the world sexually violate their daughters and sons, 
grandchildren, nieces or nephews, students, scout troop members, and 
summer campers. Until mandatory celibacy is declared dead, however, 
secrecy surrounds all forms of priestly sexual acting out and the threat 
of blackmail hangs over the heads of those priests and bishops. In addi-
tion, the chasm between celibacy as preached and celibacy as lived—an 
unspoken known wrapped in eroticized secrecy—will continue to protect 
networks of sexual secrets like those marking the sexual abuse of minors 
and, even more, its cover-up.
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Chapter  7 

Homosexuality

Secreted and Scapegoated

Homosexuality* within the priesthood was until recently an even more 
secreted phenomenon than sexual abuse of minors or the sexual acting 
out of heterosexual priests with adult women. While many priests are ho-
mosexual, the Church’s official position devalues homosexual orientation 
and outlaws homosexual activity. It is once again the paradox between 
homosexuality as taught and homosexuality as lived within the Catholic 
Church that contributed to the cover-up of the sexual abuse of minors.

The Theology of Sexual Orientation

If desire is what you yearn to do and sex is what you do, sexual orientation 
determines with whom you do what you desire to do when you decide 
to do it. The Church teaches that homosexuality is an intrinsic disorder, 
and Catholic gays and lesbians are instructed never to act on their desires 
for sexual intimacy with same-gendered individuals. This position is an 
internally logical outgrowth of the requirement that every sexual act must 
be open to biological procreation. Since same-gendered sexual unions can-
not lead to conception, Catholic teachings, in turn, refuse to legitimate 
enacted homosexuality.
 Thomas Fox summarizes the vicissitudes of late twentieth-century at-
titudes about homosexuality within the Church.1 As in the non-Catholic 
contemporary culture, voices within the Church were raised suggesting 
that homosexuality is a God-given gift rather than a biological error or 

*Homosexuality is no more monolithic than heterosexuality and can be defined in a 
number of ways (Mark D. Jordan, Silence of Sodom Homosexuality in Modern Catholicism 
[Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000], 108). Here, it refers to a male priest whose 
primary sexual attraction is to other adult men.
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moral evil rooted in sin.2 Jesuit John McNeill, for example, was permitted 
to publish a 1976 book challenging the church’s theology of homosexu-
ality. McNeill believed then that the Church was ready to acknowledge 
that “the new evidence coming from the fields of scriptural studies, his-
tory, psychology, sociology, and moral theology seriously challenged every 
premise on which the traditional teaching was based.”3 McNeill was overly 
optimistic, and, in 1977, the Vatican ordered him into silence on the topic 
of homosexuality, an order he followed for almost a decade.
 Under Pope John Paul II, the institutional Church employed an in-
creasingly strident voice in addressing homosexuality. In 1986 and again in 
1992, the Vatican issued letters to bishops instructing them about “pasto-
ral” approaches to Catholic homosexuals.4 A 1986 Halloween letter, issued 
by Cardinal Ratzinger (Pope Benedict XVI), head of the Congregation for 
the Doctrine of the Faith, reiterated the definition of homosexuality as ob-
jectively disordered and oriented toward evil. It suggested that homosexu-
als seeking the same civil rights afforded to heterosexuals invited violence 
against themselves. When Rev. John J. McNeill broke his Vatican-imposed 
silence to protest the 1986 letter, he was dismissed from the priesthood.
 The 1992 Vatican letter asserted that it was neither unjust nor unde-
sirable to discriminate against homosexuals in certain employment situ-
ations like teaching, housing, adoption, and service in the military. The 
United States Conference of Major Superiors of Men and a few American 
bishops took exception to the Vatican’s instructions. The CMSM wrote: 
“We are shocked that the statement calls for discrimination against gay 
men and lesbian women. . . . Moreover, we find the arguments used to 
justify discrimination based on stereotypes and falsehoods that are out of 
touch with modern psychological and sociological understandings of hu-
man sexuality.”5 Thomas Gumbleton, auxiliary bishop of Detroit, publicly 
responded: “This [the Vatican letter] is clearly based on an ignorance of 
the nature of homosexuality. . . . The church should affirm and bless the 
gay community for teaching what it means to love.”6 That has not yet oc-
curred. Rather, beginning in 2003, the Vatican and many Catholic bishops 
led vigorous attacks on the same-sex marriages and civil unions allowed in 
several American states.7 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger (Pope Benedict XVI) 
stated in a 2003 letter that allowing gays to adopt children would “actu-
ally mean doing violence to these children” since they would be raised “in 
an environment that is not conducive to their full human development.”8 
Similarly, Sean Cardinal O’Malley, archbishop of Boston, testified before 
the Massachusetts legislature that adoption by gays could lead to polyg-
amy and incest and would be dangerous to society.9 The irony of Church 
officials apparently unselfconsciously advising society about how best to 
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protect children from violence is difficult for many observers to swallow, 
given what has been learned about the endangerment of tens of thousands 
of children within the Church.
 In November 2005 the Vatican issued an instruction regarding ho-
mosexuality in which it reaffirmed the Church’s teaching that homosexual 
acts always are immoral and contrary to natural law. It said:

The Catechism distinguishes between homosexual acts and homosexual 
tendencies. . . . As regards to deep-seated homosexual tendencies, 
which are present in a certain number of men and women, these also 
are objectively disordered and are often a trial for such people. They 
must be accepted with respect and sensitivity; every sign of unjust 
discrimination in their regard should be avoided. These people are 
called to fulfill God’s will in their lives and to unite to the sacrifice of 
the Lord’s Cross the difficulties they may encounter.10

In other words, homosexuals should refrain from ever acting on their de-
sires for sexual union and accept their concomitant suffering in unity with 
Jesus’ suffering on the cross.
 It is interesting to consider here the Church’s diametrically opposed 
conceptualizations of celibacy, which in some ways could be considered 
an orientation toward sexuality, and homosexuality. Both approaches to 
sexuality are statistically abnormal in that they are lived out by a small 
percentage of the general population. The Church idealizes one and de-
values the other. Perhaps instead it would be productive, humane, and 
spiritually sound for Catholic officials to assume relational views of both 
celibacy and homosexuality. Here, each sexual orientation could be evalu-
ated according to the relational context in which it is expressed. Celibacy 
and homosexuality, along with heterosexuality, could be deemed ethical, 
procreative, and spiritually meaningful to the extent that the psychological 
and spiritual growth of individuals and those in relationship with them 
were enhanced by the union. Similarly, any enacted sexual orientation 
could be considered destructive if it impeded an individual’s or couple’s 
relationship with self, other, and God.
 The Church does not take that approach. Like much of Catholic 
sexual theology, the Church’s position on homosexuality partly represents 
a refusal to integrate the voluminous psychological, sociological, anthro-
pological, and biological data generated over the past few decades indicat-
ing that homosexuality is a naturally occurring sexual orientation that is 
no more or less intrinsically disordered than heterosexuality.11 In other 
words, it is not one’s sexual orientation that connotes good or evil, health 
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or pathology, spiritual soundness or sin, but rather the ways in which one 
expresses sexuality. As with the various kinds of heterosexual activities a 
person can enact, the grace or dis-grace of a homosexual union is embed-
ded in the relational context in which it occurs. If homosexual love and 
sex are grounded in mutuality, if they promote growth and an individual’s 
and couple’s capacity for love, they are to be celebrated and supported, not 
damned. Instead, the Church’s condemnation of homosexual activity can 
support the internalization of self-hatred that plagues many homosexuals, 
reducing their capacity to live lives of respect and love for self, other, and 
God.12

 Elizabeth Johnson, in discussing women, argues against the Church’s 
demand that all women take on the same gender roles.13 Her project ap-
plies as well to official demands that sexual orientation and activity be 
homogenized into a one-size-fits-all heterosexuality based on perpetual 
openness to procreation. Johnson asserts: “Community then comes about 
not as the result of suppressing differences and homogenizing everyone 
into sameness, but by respecting and celebrating persons in all their dif-
ferences within multiple larger narratives and actions for the common 
good.”14

 John McNeill specifically takes the Church to task on the theology of 
sexual orientation. Although McNeill is speaking to his Church about ho-
mosexuality, he could as easily be addressing the attitude of many church-
men toward sexual abuse victims:

At this point, the ignorance and distortion of homosexuality . . . lead 
us who are gay Catholics to issue the Vatican a stern warning. Your 
ignorance can no longer be excused as inculpable; it has become of 
necessity a deliberate and malicious ignorance. . . . We cried out to you 
for bread, you gave us a scorpion instead. . . . Just as you apologized 
to the Jews for supporting anti-Semitism for centuries, so today you 
must repent and apologize for the centuries of support you have given 
homophobia.15

The Sexual Orientation of the Priesthood

While the Church’s position on homosexuality eventually might have 
taken its place among the other aspects of Catholic sexual theology gener-
ally discounted by the laity and many priests, the hypocrisy of a Church 
condemning homosexuality while depending on a significantly gay priest-
hood to run it and to administer its sacraments is directly implicated in 
the Church scandal. The unspoken known that the priesthood is more 
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homosexual than the wider culture is countered by an edict to priests not 
to speak openly about their sexual orientation but rather to preach about 
the evil of enacted homosexuality. Mixed messages, sexual secrets, and 
denied realities abound in a clerical Wonderland in which the institutional 
Church appears to play the Queen of Hearts. Secrecy about and cover-up 
of the sexual abuse of minors becomes an almost inevitable component of 
such a crazy and crazy-making realm.
 Contemporary researchers suggest that between 28 percent and 
56 percent of the American priesthood is homosexual.16 Even Rev. An-
drew Greeley’s lower estimate of 16 percent represents a percentage of 
the priestly population probably exceeding that of the general public.17 
Most commentators agree that the percentage of homosexual priests has 
increased since the 1970s as many heterosexual priests left the priesthood 
to marry.18 Mark Jordan suggests that even the obsessive attempts by re-
searchers to pin down the number and percent of gay priests and seminar-
ians betray the Church’s anxiety about homosexuality.19 They also give 
voice to the idea that homosexuality is unnatural and therefore must be 
carefully tracked in the priesthood so we know if there is “too much” of it 
going around.
 Most psychologically healthy gay men are attracted to the priesthood 
for the same reasons that attract mature heterosexual men. They love God, 
desire to pursue a life of deepened spirituality, and are committed to living 
out gospel values within a community of faith. One gay priest I know, for 
example, ministers to hospice patients and their families, patiently and 
compassionately helping all to come to terms with temporal death. Inter-
ested in working with the elderly, he also is the chaplain for a community 
of nuns not just facing their own deaths and the demise of their peers, but 
also confronting the potential end of their religious community because 
of decreasing vocations. Finally, he serves as chaplain to a nursing home 
populated with underprivileged and often abandoned elderly men and 
women. His challenge is to sustain faith and hope in the midst of much 
despair. Decent and faithful gay priests like this man, no matter the depth 
of their service and spirituality, however, are also drawn into complicity 
with an institution that finds them inherently flawed and inclined toward 
sin.
 It is probable that gay men always have been attracted to the priest-
hood in numbers disproportionate to their presence in the wider soci-
ety. Until very recently, and in some cases still, Catholic boys who recog-
nized their homosexuality faced the scorn of family, friends, and Church. 
Taught that acting on their sexual and love strivings is intrinsically evil 
and mortally sinful, the Catholic gay man faces painful conflicts between 
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his identity and his attachment relationships. Entering the priesthood was 
a move that, until quite recently, evoked family pride, with the seminarian 
or priest being held in great esteem by his relational community. Inactive 
priest Steven Rosczewski, for example, says he knew he was gay before he 
entered the seminary but “[g]oing into the seminary seemed like the best 
of all possibilities. I could get an esteemed position within Catholic cul-
ture, and I had a safe place to go where people wouldn’t ask why I didn’t 
have a girlfriend.”20 Similarly, inactive Dominican friar Mark Dowd says 
he remembers being relieved as a young man when he could deflect ques-
tions from relatives about the absence of a girlfriend in his life by stating 
his intention to become a priest.21

 Some gay men therefore sought and still seek the priesthood as a place 
in which to hide their sexual orientation while earning admiration and 
affection, rather than shaming and alienation, from those they hold dear. 
In these cases, Mark Jordan suggests that the priesthood offers an oppor-
tunity for gay men to exchange their “anguished identity as an outsider for 
a respected and powerful identity as an insider.”22

 Gay men also may be attracted by the aesthetics of the priesthood and 
by the ability to camp it up regularly in lace and satin, as much liturgy is 
conducted in the gorgeous drag of liturgical vestments. Years ago, priests 
also cross-dressed on a daily basis in skirted cassocks, which some priests 
still favor and which are becoming even more popular with younger clergy 
and seminarians, a population thought to be increasingly homosexual. 
Clerical garb allows gay priests to play with gender twisting at the same 
moment they drape both their sexual orientation and their sexual equip-
ment in layers of secrecy. Thus, liturgical vestments and cassocks permit 
some gay priests to communicate about themselves in silence through 
camp, defined in Jordan as “a style of resistance and self-protection, a way 
of identifying with other queer people across invisibility and disgrace.”23

 Camp itself can be viewed as a play on meaning that expresses para-
dox. Camp and camping, from the Latin campus or open field, often are 
associated with “manly” ruggedness (think boot camp, Outward Bound, 
cowboys by the campfire). Camp, deriving from the French camper or 
pose, is used by the gay community to label a playful and provocative 
presentation of self, one that is the antithesis of the Marlboro Man’s man-
hood and sexuality.
 Camp and its association with a homosexual orientation are found 
up and down the hierarchical ladder. Bishops as well as priests engage in 
camp as a way of both expressing and hiding something about their sexu-
ality and gender. Jordan reports, for example, that Francis Cardinal Spell-
man, former archbishop of New York and known colloquially as “Nellie 
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Spellbound,” enjoyed drag and the company of young men.24 The cardinal 
was said to be distraught when the pope ordered bishops to cut their trains 
from ten yards to two.25 Apparently Spellman felt that if he preached in 
St. Patrick’s Cathedral, he should have a cathedral-length train to comple-
ment his position. And, as one Catholic man quoted in Jordan said, “Mass 
was the ballet of my youth.”26 Here, gay priests and bishops harness the 
accoutrements of clerical power and refinement in campy language and 
rituals that both obscure and reveal their sexual orientation.
 It is also logical to hypothesize that homosexual men would be at-
tracted to the all-male environment of the priesthood. Further, when boys 
entered the seminary as young teens, the explosion of pubescent sexual 
strivings had only one direction in which to travel. Surrounded by men 
and boys in an environment that rendered women dangerous, except for 
idealized mothers and the Virgin Mary, an adolescent seminarian was left 
with few choices. He pretty much could lust after his mother or he could 
lust after those around him, many of them gay men. Once again we en-
counter the paradox of an organization teaching that homosexuality is 
disordered and then constructing an environment that maximally elicits 
homosexual yearnings.
 Catholic gay priests are instructed not to disclose their sexual orienta-
tion.27 In early 2006, for example, William Cardinal Levada, head of the 
Vatican’s Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, asserted that a priest 
who discloses his homosexual orientation interferes with a Catholic’s abil-
ity to see the priest as a representative of Christ.28 Throughout the sexual 
abuse crisis, there were less than a handful of gay parish priests (among 
more than twenty-five thousand parish priests in all) who publicly came 
out, and those courageous men put their careers on the line to do so.29 
One such priest is Rev. Fred Daley of Utica, New York, who, in 2004, 
came out to his bishop, parishioners, and the wider community.30 For 
thirteen years, Daley has served an impoverished neighborhood where he 
established housing for refugees and shelter for girls living in the street, 
opened a soup kitchen, and provided affordable day care.31 Fr. Daley, who 
says he is celibate, became increasingly uncomfortable with Vatican pro-
nouncements about homosexuality and decided to come forward. While 
some Catholics are distressed by his revelations, most have been support-
ive. Rev. James Martin, a Jesuit and associate editor of America, calls Daley 
a “courageous . . . poster priest” for homosexual clergy. Martin is quoted 
as saying, “He is a parish priest, he works with the poor, his bishop and 
parishioners seem to support him, and this is not his one issue.”
 Inactive priest Christopher Schiavone was sent for treatment at South-
down Institute, a Canadian facility for priests, after he had sex with a 
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subordinate priest. He describes the impact on him of the secrecy about 
homosexuality demanded by the Church:

Soon after I arrived at Southdown . . . one of the therapists, Richard 
Gilmartin, . . . said, “We don’t have secrets; our secrets have us.” 
. . . I recall them because they were such an accurate and powerful 
description of my own experience as a closeted gay man and celibate 
priest. As long as I needed to conceal the full truth of my identity 
from my family, my parishioners, and my superiors, everything in my 
life was controlled and distorted by my secret. I could not seek out 
healthy, functional relationships on my home turf, so I settled for the 
vicarious pleasure of observing free-range men in the gay bars of other 
cities where I took vacations. I could not experience sexual expression 
in mature relationships, so I’d sneak into the Glad Day Book Store on 
Boylston Street to buy soft-core gay porn; hoping, praying, that no one 
I knew would see me. I should have worried more that I couldn’t see 
myself.32

Schivaone’s regret that he did not know himself well is poignant and 
meaningful. Many gay men growing up in what has been until recently a 
pervasively homophobic society have lived in closets in which they some-
times deny who they are even to themselves. The antihomosexual theology 
of the Catholic Church, conveyed in homosocial seminary environments 
likely to stimulate forbidden and derided sexual desires, often constructed 
for the young gay priest a particularly suffocating closet.33 Here, the self-
hatred plaguing many gay men could be magnified for gay priests, some of 
whom tried to cope by strenuously denying their sexual orientations, even 
turning hatred outward toward other gay men. Denial and dissociation 
on this scale encourages the denial of other sexual secrets like the sexual 
abuse of children.
 Nothing psychologically sound or, I suspect, spiritually enriching 
can emanate from such hypocrisy. Surely, the pope, cardinal, bishop, or 
priest who cannot look in the mirror and acknowledge his reflection as 
a homosexual man will have difficulty looking into the face of a sexually 
abusive brother and naming what he sees. Rather, he is likely to close his 
eyes to true evil because his own humanity has been mislabeled as inclin-
ing toward evil. He may also blame or ignore the victims of sexual abuse, 
unconsciously turning away from his own victimization by his Church 
and the wider society. Closets, then, are built within closets and lies pile 
up until it would be hard to find the truth, much less speak the truth, 
about priests who are sexually abusive and what they do, even if one were 
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inclined to tell the truth, which the institutional Church does not appear 
to be.

Sexually Active Homosexuality in the Celibate Priesthood

Before discussing active homosexuality in the priesthood, it is important 
to note that there are many fine homosexual priests who uphold their 
vows or promises and who do great good within the Church. These are 
men who, like their straight colleagues, have integrated their sexual orien-
tation, and perhaps even their sexual activity, with a mature sense of their 
responsibility to model the values of the Gospels. Certainly, New York 
City embraced self-identified gay priest and chaplain to the Fire Depart-
ment of New York, Mychal Judge, as its own personal patron saint after 
his heroism and death on September 11, 2001. His sexual orientation mat-
tered not at all that day, nor all those that preceded it, as he ministered 
to the needs to his beloved fire folk who, in turn, held him dear. If the 
“macho” and still almost all-male FDNY could claim a gay priest as one 
of their most beloved “guys,” they may have something to model for the 
Catholic Church. There are many other priests like Judge in the Church, 
homosexual priests whose priesthoods have little to do with their sexual 
orientations and much to do with their capacity for loving ministry.
 Like some heterosexual priests, some gay priests are sexually active. 
Mark Jordan captures the paradoxical role of enacted homosexuality in 
the Church:

Within any society that universally persecutes same-sex desires, those 
desires will be kept silent. When members of that society’s religious 
institutions feel them, they will treat them as secrets. When they act on 
their desires, they will do so secretly. . . . The most elaborate societies 
will be found in religious institutions that condemn same-sex desires 
fiercely while creating conditions under which they can flourish: the 
situation of modern Catholicism.34

 In 1050, Peter Damian wrote about, “networks of sodomites . . . 
who sin together then absolve one another in the confessional.”35 Da-
mian claimed that some bishops and their priests were involved with each 
other,36 and, as with heterosexual pontiffs, homosexual popes were not 
exempt from indulging their same-sex desires. Popes John XII (955–964), 
Boniface VIII (1294–1303), Paul II (1464–1471), Sixtus IV (1471–1484), 
Leo X (1513–1521), and Julius III (1550–1555) all were described as ac-
tive homosexuals by commentators of their times.37 Boniface VIII, for 
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example, allegedly termed same-sex sexual union as no more sinful than 
rubbing your hands together.38

 Homosexual activity can begin in seminary, sometimes initiated 
by faculty members, rectors, or spiritual advisers.39 Bishop Anthony 
O’Connell, formerly of Palm Beach, for example, resigned after acknowl-
edging having sexually abused a minor seminarian when he was a seminary 
rector years before.40 Jordan describes one seminary spiritual director who 
“massaged” students, grooming them for the ensuing copulation.41 When 
he was confronted about his activities, he denied doing anything wrong, 
also denied being gay, and castigated effeminacy in the priesthood.42 Paul 
Hendrickson, quoted by John Cornwell, tells of his five-year experience 
with his seminary spiritual advisor:

I would go in, sit in a chair beside his desk, talk for a short while, 
await his nod, unzipper my trousers, take out my penis, rub it while I 
allowed impure thoughts to flow through my brain, and, at the point 
where I felt myself fully large and close to emission, say, “Father, I’m 
ready now.” He would then reach over and hand me a black wooden 
crucifix . . . and I then would begin reciting the various reasons why 
I wished to conquer this temptation. . . . The power of the crucified 
Savior in my left hand as overpowering the evil and impurity and the 
world in my right.43

Hendrickson’s ordeal incorporates sadomasochism along with sexual over-
stimulation. It is, however, a striking metaphor for the way in which some 
within the Church stimulate homosexual desire then denounce it.
 When seminary officials imposed sexual activity on adolescents or 
when they engaged sexually with older seminarians, it was sexual abuse 
or harassment first and homosexual sex second. The younger the seminar-
ian, the more confusing would sex with a father/Father figure be in terms 
of the boy’s own sexual development. In addition, to the extent that the 
seminarian identified with the older man as a role model and spiritual 
father, it increased the possibility that, later, the seminarian—now a priest 
or even a seminary official himself—might act out his internal psycho-
sexual conflicts on another young male.
 It was and also continues to be in seminary that some young men 
have their first homosexual experience with peers, perhaps even falling in 
love for the first time. Years ago, seminaries attempted to forestall homo-
sexual acting out with rituals that were likely only to increase longing, like 
banning special friendships between seminarians and directing them to 
wear bathing suits in the shower. When homosexuality was more dissoci-
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ated from the consciousness of the wider society, so too homosexual affairs 
among seminarians may have been less visible. Mark Jordan takes to task, 
however, Church spokesmen who pretend that seminary homosexuality 
can be attributed to Vatican II liberalizations and therefore can be snuffed 
out with stricter selection criteria and seminary discipline.44 Rather, Jor-
dan claims that seminary sex is as old as the Church—as Peter Damian’s 
writings from the eleventh century appear to confirm—and asserts that 
what has changed is the naming of behavior, not the behavior itself.45

 Since the sexual abuse scandal exploded in 2002, some seminaries 
have been cast as “pink palaces” in which seminarians and their staffs 
openly tolerate gay sex while sometimes discriminating against straight 
seminarians by excluding them, usually subtly, from the social world of the 
seminary. Former seminarian Andrew Krzmarzick entered the Theological 
College in Northeast Washington (D.C.) in 1997 and soon grew uncom-
fortable with the lack of open discussion about the predominance of gay 
students, some of whom he claims were sexually active.46 For Krzmarzick, 
the discomfort was created not by the presence of many gay students, nor 
even as much by the ostensible active sexuality, as by the refusal of anyone 
in the seminary to speak openly about something “known by everyone but 
never really acknowledged.”47 Similarly, Chris Higgins and Dennis Caul-
field, former seminarians at Rome’s prestigious English College, fell in love 
and began a sexual relationship when they were students.48 They report 
that other seminarians had sex in parks or Roman nightclubs catering to 
gays.49 For these men as well, it was the startling contrast between what 
was preached about homosexuality and what was lived out by homosexual 
priests that was most difficult to bear.50 Caulfield, in fact, cites his percep-
tion that “[s]ome of the people who were the most anti-gay and inclined 
to invoke the Church’s teaching to put other people down were people 
who I knew to be gay themselves and mixed in gay circles with other gay 
men.”51 Finally, Hoge and Wenger found that 41 percent of priests felt that 
there was or probably was a homosexual subculture in the seminary they 
attended.52 The perception was correlated with age.53 Among diocesan 
priests over age sixty-six, only 3 percent held this opinion, that number 
increased to 11 percent for those between fifty-six and sixty-five years old, 
25 percent for priests between ages forty-six and fifty-five; 38 percent for 
men between thirty-six and forty-five yeas old; and 47 percent for clergy 
age thirty-five and under.54

 It may well be that as the number of gay seminarians increased, as 
the wider society became more accepting of homosexuality, and as the 
strictures against particular friendships in the seminary relaxed, gay semi-
nary students felt more comfortable seeking out each other’s company and 
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pursuing mutual interests. In these situations, the homosexual students 
may have provided support for one another. Hoge and Wenger quote 
thirty-two-year-old Father Charles, “Did guys who were gay socialize to-
gether? Yes, I think they did, but not to the exclusion of anybody else. 
And sometimes I think that socialization is probably very helpful in terms 
of getting the affective support that people needed for themselves.”55

 It is important to note that Hoge and Wenger are not clear about 
what constitutes a “gay subculture,” other than gay men seeking each oth-
er’s friendship and company, sometimes to the perceived exclusion of het-
erosexual men. There always have been affiliation networks in seminaries, 
however, which could be labeled “subcultures.” Caricatured stereotypes 
include beer-guzzling, macho, jock seminarians and sherry-sipping book-
worms devoted to classical music. In these cases also, one group might 
feel themselves marginalized by the other and might in fact be excluded 
in some ways. It is necessary therefore to examine more carefully the ex-
tent to which gay seminarians have been any more interpersonally cohe-
sive and therefore potentially cordoned off from their peers than other 
“subcultures” within seminaries. It is at least possible that some of the 
complaints derive from an overreaction to any obvious gays in the priest-
hood. In other words, the preppy, jock man may simply be more generally 
accepted than, for instance, the artistic gay man, so the former’s “culture” 
is not called problematic while the latter’s is denigrated.
 Some former seminarians report that sexually active gay seminarians 
sometimes can be protected, while gay students who simply speak openly 
about their sexual orientation are punished. Gavan Meehan, former semi-
narian at St. John’s Seminary Brighton, Massachusetts, alleges that he was 
dismissed from seminary because he was open about his sexual orientation 
and, although celibate, was outspoken about issues regarding sexuality.56 
Meehan is quoted as saying: “I felt like I had to point out the hypocrisy. If 
you talk about being gay, even if you’re celibate, that gets you in trouble. 
But if you’re actually having sex and covering your bases, you don’t have 
to worry about a thing.”57 This dynamic was repeated during the sexual 
abuse crisis when abusing priests were protected while priests who blew 
the whistle on their sexually transgressing brethren were punished. Here 
again, it is the silence—the insistence that the known be neither acknowl-
edged nor spoken—that is experienced as most insidious and distressing 
by many witnesses to the system. It is also this silence that sets a template 
for meeting other sexual knowns with silence and secrecy, including the 
sexual abuse of minors.
 For some priests, active homosexuality continues or begins after ordi-
nation. Sipe estimates that approximately 50 percent of homosexual priests 
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act on their desires at least some of the time, a number consistent with 
his findings about heterosexual priests.58 Also like heterosexual priests, gay 
clergy’s sexual relationships range from the long-term and stable to the 
fleeting or promiscuous.59 Further, like their straight counterparts, sexually 
active homosexual priests are found in every segment of the priesthood, 
including among bishops. One gay priest is quoted as saying, “I bumped 
into an auxiliary bishop at a gay hotel and saw the ordinary [bishop] of a 
diocese at a gay bar across country.”60

 When the hierarchy is involved in sexual relationships with lower 
clergy, sex and power conflate in ways that can heighten eroticism for the 
bishop while frightening the priest being seduced. Sipe tells of a young 
priest who was invited to an out-of-town conference by his bishop and, 
there, was propositioned by another bishop.61 When the priest turned 
down the offer, the bishop reportedly responded, “You know, Father, if 
you want to progress in this organization, you are going to need friends.”62 
The linkage between sex and career advancement is disturbing and repre-
sents the kind of corruption of power rife in the sexual abuse crisis.
 Other homosexual priests have sex with each other or with gay men 
they meet in bars or through friends. Archbishop Rembert Weakland 
of Milwaukee was forced to resign in 2002 when it was learned he had 
paid $450,000 to a man with whom he had a consensual sexual affair.63 
Thomas Martin, assistant manager of a Springfield, Massachusetts gay 
bar, The Pub, counts a number of priests among his regular customers.64 
Another Springfield-area priest, Rev. James A. Sipitkowski, was photo-
graphed in women’s clothing with other scantily clad men, according to 
another priest who found the pictures.65 The obituary of another former 
Springfield priest disclosed a twenty-five-year relationship with another 
man, a period including the last three years of his priesthood.66 One priest 
told me that he frequently left his job as chaplain to an order of nuns after 
hearing confessions on Saturday and headed for the gay bars of a nearby 
city where he would sometimes get picked up for one-night stands. An-
other priest confided that he and his longtime lover, who is also a priest, 
and three other sexually active gay priests were planning a vacation at a 
European gay resort. In 2002, New Hampshire Bishop John McCormack, 
former chair of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (US-
CCB) Ad Hoc Committee on Sexual Abuse and former auxiliary bishop 
in Boston under Bernard Cardinal Law, directed a priest to clear out the 
home of another priest found dead surrounded by sex-enhancing drugs, 
gay pornographic videos, leather thongs, and artificial genitalia.67

 Although the institutional Church downplays the homosexual activ-
ity of its priests, the deaths of Catholic clergy suffering from AIDS chal-
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lenge that minimization. In early 2000, the Kansas City Star reported that 
priests were dying of AIDS at more than double the rate of the general 
adult male population in states in which death certificates were publicly 
accessible.68 Richard Selik, an AIDS specialist with the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, supported the Star’s claim that priests were dying 
of AIDS at rates higher than other men over twenty-five.69 In 1987, one in 
twelve seminarians at the prestigious North American College seminary 
in Rome tested positive for HIV.70 Fr. Michael Peterson, former president 
of St. Luke’s Institute, a treatment facility for troubled priests, died of the 
disease,71 as did one Chicago priest who claimed to have infected eight 
other priests.72 The Kansas City Star’s investigation revealed that prior to 
2000, AIDS had claimed: “a priest who had served as an AIDS consultant 
to the Vatican, a rector of a seminary in the Midwest, two seminary direc-
tors, three college chaplains, the spiritual director of a seminary, a Catholic 
prep school principal, and a former employee of the National Conference 
of Catholic Bishops.”73 An auxiliary bishop of New York, Eamon Moore, 
in 1995 became the first bishop known to have died of AIDS.74

 Despite evidence that homosexually active priests were contracting 
HIV in relatively large numbers, the official Church stuck with its story 
that there are very few homosexually oriented priests in the priesthood 
and fewer still who are sexually active.75 Donald Cozzens states, “Church 
officials themselves stood guard at the closet doors.”76 While the Church 
refused to acknowledge the realities lived out by their homosexual priests, 
both celibate and sexually active, some officials within the Church were 
eager to scapegoat these nonexistent priests as the source of the sexual 
abuse scandal.

Homosexuality and Sexual Abuse

Roman Catholic priests were reported to have abused mostly males.77 One 
study found that 64 percent of the accused priests abused only males; 22.6 
percent abused only females; 3.6 percent abused both females and males; 
and, in 10 percent of the cases, the gender was unknown.78 Other research 
indicated that 78 percent of allegations received in 2004 were from males, 
while 22 percent were from females.79

 Not only were most reported victims of Catholic priests male, they 
also were pubescent. Almost 60 percent of male victims were first abused 
between the ages of ten and fourteen.80 These are not, however, fully de-
veloped males and would not be attractive to mature homosexual men.
 Sherrel L. Hammer, M.D., of the University of Hawaii measured the 
onset of puberty by the nature of the boy’s pubic hair and by testicular 
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volume and length.81 She concludes that male puberty begins, on average, 
at 12.2 (pubic hair) or 11.2 (testicular growth) but is not completed until 
14 years of age. Similarly, Kirby Parker Jones, M.D., of the University of 
Utah cites 11.6 as the age of onset of male puberty and asserts that the 
pubertal process continues for two years.82

 Kohansky and Cohen, experts in the field of sexual offenders, sug-
gest that sexual abuse of a pubertal boy may have signified sexual merger 
with a male perceived to be a psychosexual peer of the abuser.83 In ad-
dition, it may have represented an unconscious act of hostility toward 
a boy who otherwise could look forward to a sexual life closed off to 
the priest. In other words, the abuser, who could have entered a minor 
seminary at age fourteen or fifteen, may have unconsciously acted against 
his victim’s sexuality at the same age he was when he entered the minor 
seminary, symbolically disempowering the victim sexually as he himself 
was disempowered.
 The gender and age of so many victims created space for Catholic 
commentators to link homosexuality and sexual abuse, with some Vatican 
officials, bishops, and conservative Catholics scapegoating homosexual 
priests for causing the scandal. Jorge Arturo Cardinal Medina Estevez, 
now retired prefect for the Congregation for Divine Worship and Dis-
cipline of the Sacraments, declared that homosexual men, or men with 
homosexual tendencies, are not suitable to be ordained and that it is pas-
torally risky to have homosexuals in the priesthood.84 An American official 
in the Vatican’s Congregation for Bishops, Rev. Andrew Baker, agreed.85

 Author David Gibson notes that Baker feels gay men cannot be priests 
for a variety of reasons, including what Baker says are their tendencies to-
ward substance abuse, sexual addiction, and depression; their duplicitous 
or pretentious behaviors, which can infect the souls of other seminarians; 
their inability to control sexual impulses; and the negative impact of their 
effeminate ways on priests striving for a proper manhood.86 Baker also 
holds that gay men are unsuited for the priesthood because, since they are 
attracted to men, they cannot enter into a spousal relationship with the 
Church as their bride.87 Further, since homosexual men must be celibate 
to be in full communion with the Church, celibacy does not represent a 
sacrifice for gay priests.88

 The cardinal and Rev. Baker spoke from Rome. Closer to home, con-
servative Deal Hudson of Crisis Magazine blamed the sexual abuse scandal 
on gay priests, saying, “I think the primary source of this crisis is homo-
sexual activity among clergy.”89 It was later revealed by the National Catho-
lic Reporter that Hudson had lost his faculty position at Fordham Univer-
sity years ago after having been credibly accused of sexually assaulting one 
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of his female students.90 Similarly, Rev. Charles Dahlby accuses American 
bishops of ordaining and protecting homosexual priests who then abused 
children.91 Linking homosexuality and pedophilia, Dahlby claims that 
both are perversions that need to be eradicated in the priesthood.92

 In November 2005, the Vatican issued directives cautioning seminary 
directors about accepting homosexual candidates for the priesthood. The 
document instructed rejection of applicants who have not lived celibately 
for at least three years, who are part of a “gay culture” or who support gay 
affirmations like Gay Pride parades, or whose homosexuality is “deep-
seated.”93 The document links homosexuality with affective immaturity 
and suggests that only men with “homosexual tendencies that might only 
be a manifestation of a transitory problem, as for example, delayed ado-
lescence” are suitable for the priesthood.94 The introduction to the direc-
tive seems to refer obliquely to the sexual abuse crisis, and perhaps to the 
contemporary push for gay unions and marriages, when it says that the 
instruction is “made more urgent by the current situation.”95 Further, a 
committee of clergy, commissioned to conduct visitations at American 
seminaries, planned to focus intently on the place of homosexuality in 
these training facilities.96 The Vatican’s intervention regarding gays in the 
priesthood drew criticism from experts on sexual offenders.
 Robert Geffner, psychologist and editor of the Journal of Child Sexual 
Abuse, stated that research indicates that homosexuals are no more likely 
than heterosexuals to violate minors sexually.97 Leslie Lothstein, director of 
psychology at Hartford Hospital’s Institute of Living, treated many sexu-
ally active priests, including some who abused minors. Lothstein insisted 
that the sexually active gay priests he treated had sex with age-appropriate 
men and that even priests who abused minor males were, in fact, mostly 
heterosexual.98 He asserted that priests abused minor males in part because 
they were the most available victims and because they were “safer” to vio-
late than minor girls, especially adolescents, who could get pregnant.99 
Lothstein said: “As a clinician, I can tell you that the gay priests I treat are 
having sex with age appropriate men. They may be violating their celibacy 
but not with children. . . . I’ve seen so many heterosexual priests who have 
. . . sex with teenage boys because they can’t get them pregnant.”100

 David Finkelhor, director of Crimes against Children Research Center 
at the University of New Hampshire, views sexual attraction to minors as 
a separate sexual attraction, an opinion also espoused by John Bancroft, 
physician and director of the Kinsey Institute for Research in Sex, Gen-
der, and Reproduction.101 Groth and Oliveri studied over three thousand 
sexual offenders and did not find even one homosexual man who shifted 
from an attraction to adult men to a desire for minors.102 Conversely, they 
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found that men who were nonexclusively fixated on children, or who re-
gressed from an attraction to adults to an interest in children, all described 
themselves as heterosexual and, in addition, usually were homophobic.103 
Similarly, Dimock concluded that most minor boys are abused by hetero-
sexual men, some of whom are indifferent to the gender of their victims, 
choosing either girls or boys based on the minor’s availability and vulner-
ability.104 Fred Berlin, sexual offender expert at John Hopkins University 
School of Medicine and long-time advisor to the United States Confer-
ence of Catholic Bishops, stated that there is no evidence linking homo-
sexuality with child abuse.105 Michael Kimmel, professor of sociology at 
Stony Brook University, agreed that homosexuality and sexual abuse of 
minors are not correlated and that the selection of victims often depends 
more on availability than gender.106 Finally, Hindman and Peters found 
that when three cohorts of sexual offenders were polygraphed, 47 percent 
of them acknowledged having molested boys while only 17 percent of the 
perpetrators self-reported that information.107 Perhaps more sexual preda-
tors abuse boys than once was thought but are reluctant to say so and to 
be perceived as homosexuals.
 As Lothstein, Dimock, and Kimmel suggest, victim gender selection 
by priests partially reflected opportunity rather than sexual orientation. 
Consider, for example, prison sex in which heterosexual males with more 
power and authority within the inmate population select and rape other, 
less-powerful men to achieve sexual release and to impose their power 
on another person. Boys were much more available to priests than were 
girls. Parents were thrilled to have a priest single their boy out for atten-
tion and encouraged their sons to spend time with Father, even allowing 
them to travel with the priest. Even years ago, parents would not have felt 
as comfortable having their girls spend too much time with the priest, 
and he, in turn, would have known it would look suspicious to have girls 
tagging after him. Further, many priests were frightened of and misogy-
nistic toward girls and women so would be put off from having sex with 
them. Seminarians, remember, were taught the doctrine of “custody of 
the eyes.”108 This doctrine instructed them not even to look at women 
but rather to lower their eyes in the presence of a female.109 Priests, as 
Lothstein suggests, might also be wary of impregnating pubescent or post-
pubescent girls.110 Finally, some priests defined celibacy as refraining from 
sexual relationships with women and thus could convince themselves that 
sex with minor males did not jeopardize their celibate status.
 Vatican officials, in their search to blame the sexual abuse scandal on 
someone or something external to the failings of the Church itself, con-
flated sexual orientation with psychosexual maturation and with criminal 
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behavior. Psychosexually mature, adult homosexual men have consensual 
sex with other adult men, much as psychosexually mature, adult hetero-
sexual men have consensual sex with adult women. Criminal heterosexu-
als sexually violate adult women and children of both genders; almost 
surely some criminal homosexuals sexually victimize adult men and some 
minors. These are crimes of power, ultimately having little to do with sex 
or the sexual orientation of the criminal. Both in and out of the priest-
hood, there also may be some psychosexually immature heterosexual or 
homosexual men who turn to minors of either gender because, in the 
subjective experience of the offender, the young people are considered 
to be psychosexual peers. While researchers and clinicians working with 
sexual offenders maintain that the vast majority of perpetrators are het-
erosexual, we must also consider the possibility that some sexual abusers 
are homosexual men who deny their orientation, replacing recognition 
and acceptance with homophobia. Other priest abusers may have never 
consolidated any sexual orientation, claiming to be heterosexual in the 
breach of their confusion, conflict, or ignorance. All priests who abuse are 
criminals, although the potential for rehabilitation may differ among types 
of offenders. The imperative point here is that, for the sexual perpetrators 
in any one of these groups, their criminal behaviors stem not from their 
sexual orientation but rather reflect psychological immaturity, arrested de-
velopment, or antisocial, criminal proclivities, a fact relentlessly presented 
to the Vatican and just as relentlessly ignored.111

 The Vatican’s restrictions on accepting gay men into the priesthood 
will be unlikely to have much impact on criminal priests or more troubled 
priests, other than implicitly directing them to lie about their orientation, 
thus remaining psychosexually immature and potentially dangerous to 
adult parishioners and minors. Instead, the Vatican’s policy will primar-
ily persecute gay men who have accepted their homosexuality enough to 
speak about it. Fr. Gerard Thomas, a gay priest writing under a pseud-
onym, says “The only gay men who will enter [the seminary] will be ei-
ther clueless, closeted or lying. This is a disastrous way to prepare men 
for healthy life as a priest, and gives rise to the very environment that 
everyone wanted to avoid: the repressed, fearful seminary where sexuality 
is a forbidden topic.”112 Rev. Paul Michaels agrees that the instruction will 
reduce the pool of applicants to the seminary as well as inducing some 
seminarians and ordained priests to leave, adding to an already daunting 
shortage of priests in the United States.113

 The attempts by some Catholic lay commentators, priests, bishops, 
and Vatican officials to blame homosexual priests for the sexual abuse 
scandal are, in and of themselves, another scandal. It is a morally corrupt 
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strategy to deflect responsibility for the crisis onto the vulnerable and al-
ready marginalized. The Vatican’s remarks on homosexual priests were so 
provocative and inconsistent with contemporary understandings of ho-
mosexuality, in fact, that the Episcopal bishops of Massachusetts went 
public with unusually open criticism of the Catholic Church. Bishops M. 
Thomas Shaw and Roy F. Cederholm warned that Vatican attempts to link 
homosexuality with the sexual abuse crisis were irresponsible, incorrect, 
and invited hate crimes against gays.114 Similarly, Rev. Kenneth Himes, 
chairman of the theology department at Boston College, advised bishops 
who want to understand the causes of the sexual abuse crisis to begin by 
investigating their own offices rather than focusing on the extent of homo-
sexuality in American seminaries.115 Himes said, “What really created the 
sexual abuse crisis was not poor formation of priests in the seminaries, but 
poor personnel management in chanceries. . . . I wonder when the Vatican 
and American bishops will investigate their own chanceries.”116
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Chapter  8 

Where Were the Pastors?

[P]astoralism focuses more on people than on rules and is . . . 
more understanding than judgmental, and more pragmatic than 
ideological. The pastoral person is guided by the wisdom of 
experience. He or she responds to the needs of flesh and blood 
individuals.

—Rev. Richard P. McBrien, Theologian1

Bishops have both pastoral and institutional responsibilities. As guardians 
of the institutional Church, they are chief executives of nonprofit corpo-
rations that deliver a myriad of educational and social service programs, 
pay numerous employees, manage investments, conserve art, settle legal 
conflicts, and oversee properties and buildings. As pastors, on the other 
hand, bishops must care for the Catholics in their dioceses; they are to 
extend the love, mercy, and compassion they believe derive from Jesus 
Christ and his Apostles to the priests, religious men and women, and 
laypeople living in their ecclesiastical domains. Even in the best of times, 
the pastoral and corporate demands of a diocese can clash, engendering 
conflicting agendas. At times of crisis, the potential incompatibility of ex-
ecutive and pastoral roles may challenge a bishop’s ability to hold in mind 
simultaneously his divergent responsibilities and cares. To achieve that 
balance, always emphasizing pastoral duties, however, is a bishop’s job. 
Pope Benedict XVI, in fact, emphasized a bishop’s pastoral responsibilities 
in his first papal encyclical: “He [the bishop] promises expressly to be, in 
the Lord’s name, welcoming and merciful to the poor and to all those in 
need of consolation and assistance.”2

 When it came to the sexual abuse of minors by Catholic priests, many 
bishops sacrificed the kind of pastoral love and concern described by Mc-
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Brien and Pope Benedict in order to protect the institutional Church. 
With armies of lawyers, insurance company executives, and public rela-
tions strategists in tow, bishops tried to conceal rather than openly con-
front the burgeoning sexual abuse crisis. In the process, they acted too 
much like “branch managers for a multinational religious corporation,” 
rather than pastorally attending to their brother priests, alleged victims of 
their priests, and stricken laity.3

Revictimizing the Victims

It is perhaps particularly difficult to comprehend the lack of compas-
sion shown by many in the hierarchy toward victims, survivors, and their 
families.
 In some cases, bishops simply refused to meet with victims. Justin 
Cardinal Rigali, former archbishop of St. Louis and now cardinal arch-
bishop of Philadelphia, declined to meet with any alleged victims/survi-
vors in his nine years in St. Louis, despite repeated requests from those 
alleging that they had been sexually abused.4 Archbishop Harry Flynn of 
St. Paul and Minneapolis, and chair of the Ad Hoc Committee on Sexual 
Abuse of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB), 
refused in October 2002 to meet with an alleged female victim/survivor 
who expressed interest in dropping her lawsuit in exchange for a meeting 
with Flynn during which they would discuss policies and procedures de-
signed to more effectively prevent sexual abuse.5 Flynn would not receive 
the woman if either her lawyer or a victim’s advocate accompanied her.6 
At about the same time, SNAP (Survivor Network for those Abused by 
Priests) requested a meeting with Flynn, who, by January 2003, had not 
responded because, according to his spokesperson, “The archbishop has 
been very busy. It just fell between the cracks.”7

 It is challenging to imagine what could be a higher priority for the 
chair of the hierarchy’s committee on sexual abuse than meeting with as 
many alleged victims of sexual abuse as possible, as well as with abusing 
priests, rank-and-file priests, and the laity about just this issue. In fact, it 
would seem reasonable to expect that Archbishop Flynn would consider 
his primary pastoral mission to be learning everything possible about sex-
ual abuse and its impact on the Church community directly from those 
affected by it. Or, as Rev. Thomas Doyle, a canon lawyer and victims’ 
advocate, advised the bishops,

[D]rop everything, realize that these boys and girls, men and women 
who were sexually abused as children, . . . are not the enemy. They’ve 
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been deeply, deeply, deeply hurt—devastated. They’re the most 
important people in the Church. Drop your meetings, your social 
events, your guest appearances. Go to them. One by one, sit in their 
homes, listen to them, let them cry, let them be angry, but help take 
some of that pain away. Do what Christ would do. Do what a real 
priest would do. . . . [Christ] was out getting his hands dirty and his 
feet dirty with people. That’s what should happen here.8

 Some bishops suggested that they were unable to meet with victims 
because of legal constraints imposed by their lawyers. While attorneys 
may have advised diocesan leaders about the potential legal pitfalls of per-
sonally seeing victims, ultimately it was the client who decided what his 
policy was in these matters. Bishops abdicated their pastoral responsibili-
ties when they hid behind their lawyers, deflecting responsibility for deci-
sions that were hurtful to those already violated by clergy and, ultimately, 
deepening the crisis. Papal biographer George Weigel said,

A bishop whose lawyers advise him not to meet with a victim of sexual 
abuse or with the victim’s family because of possible legal implications 
needs different lawyers—lawyers who understand what a bishop is, 
and who has the legal wit and skill to make sure that when the bishop 
exercises genuine pastoral care and responsibility, he does not end up 
compromising his legal position or his diocese’s.9

 Trina Cysz and Martin Bono said they sued the Diocese of Spring-
field, Massachusetts, only because the diocese did not respond pastorally 
to their complaints against two different priests.10 Had more bishops been 
willing to reach out to victims personally, there may have been less need 
for lawyers. Many victims never wanted to become plaintiffs in the first 
place but only wanted their Church, through the bishop, to do the right 
things: to apologize for harm done and to commit to better behaviors in 
the future.
 Frequently, when a bishop did speak directly with an alleged victim or 
the family, he attempted to impose silence on complainants. Eugene Ken-
nedy says, “The victims and their families, following the prevailing cul-
tural practice [of the Church], were to put this out of their minds, never 
talk of it to anyone, after all, you don’t want to hurt Father, do you? Keep 
this to yourself, in the mantra of that hierarchically dominated culture’s 
ultimate undoing, for the good of the Church.”11

 Psychologically reversing the roles of victim and victimizer, these bish-
ops denied the seriousness of the crime, devalued the victim, and tried to 
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project shame, guilt, and responsibility for protecting the Church onto the 
individuals alleging that harm had been done to them.
 Former Phoenix Bishop Thomas J. O’Brien, for example, was noted 
for his efforts to keep alleged victims and their families quiet about sexual 
abuse.12 When Betty Shannon’s three children were abused by Fr. Mark 
Lehman, O’Brien called Mrs. Shannon and told her that she needed to 
stop talking about the abuse.13 O’Brien’s policy was to refrain from con-
soling or supporting victims, a strategy he attributed to advice from legal 
counsel.14 In June 2003, Bishop O’Brien avoided indictment for obstruc-
tion of justice by publicly acknowledging that he covered up sexual abuse 
complaints for years.15 Shortly thereafter, the bishop resigned after he was 
arrested for leaving the scene of a fatal hit-and-run accident.16 O’Brien 
left his victim in the street, did not respond to calls from police in the 
days after the incident, and tried to have his car windshield, shattered 
by the impact of the victim’s body, repaired the morning of his arrest.17 
Comparisons with O’Brien’s treatment of sexual abuse victims were inevi-
table. SNAP’s Paul Pfaffenberger reportedly commented, “He once again 
ignored victims and drove away.”18

 A Long Island grand jury concluded that well into the 1990s, after 
the bishops ostensibly were addressing sexual abuse more openly and ap-
propriately, the Diocese of Rockville Centre consciously worked to “trick 
and silence victims, cover up crimes, avoid scandals, and hold down finan-
cial consequences.”19 In evaluating the response of the diocese to alleged 
victims, the grand jury stated, “The response of priests in the diocesan hi-
erarchy to allegations of criminal sexual abuse was not pastoral. In fact, al-
though there was a written policy that set a pastoral tone, it was a sham.”20 
Monsignor Alan Placa, former vice chancellor of the diocese, was the chief 
contact for victims.21 In April 2003, Placa resigned after being accused of 
sexually molesting three adolescent males twenty-five years ago.22

 In addition to trying to silence the voices of abused Catholics and 
their representatives, some dioceses suggested that victims or their families 
were responsible for the sexual violations. In 1995, for example, Arch-
bishop Oscar Lipscomb of Mobile, Alabama, stated in a court deposition 
that, in order to evaluate the emotional consequences for a fourteen-year-
old boy sexually violated by a priest, he would, “want to know . . . is [the 
boy] totally innocent, unspoiled, pure, or is he somebody who in his own 
way may have invited or even initiated these kinds [of acts].”23 In Dallas, 
chancery official Monsignor Robert Rehkemper suggested that the victims 
of Fr. Rudy Kos shared responsibility for their abuse as did their parents, 
asserting that anyone past the age of reason (seven years old according to 
the Church) knows right from wrong.24 Jurors in the Kos case were so 



 Where Were the Pastors? 135

disturbed by the Dallas diocese’s lack of pastoral concern for victims that 
they took the unusual step of admonishing Church officials to “admit your 
guilt and allow these young men to get on with their lives.”25 The Diocese 
of Covington, Kentucky, responded to a lawsuit, brought by a man who 
was thirteen years old when he allegedly was abused by a priest, by sug-
gesting that “the plaintiff may have assumed a known and obvious risk” 
or “may have been comparatively negligent.”26 In its response to a lawsuit, 
the Diocese of Stockton claimed that an alleged victim of confessed child 
molester and former priest Oliver O’Grady did not take adequate “care, 
caution, or prudence” to avoid being molested when he was O’Grady’s 
altar boy.27

 As evidenced here, dioceses often played legal hardball in responding 
to plaintiffs suing the Church. In New Jersey, the Diocese of Camden 
under Bishop Nicholas DiMarzio, now bishop of Brooklyn, authorized 
private investigators to obtain information about plaintiffs in sexual abuse 
lawsuits by questioning their neighbors, ex-wives, relatives, friends, or cur-
rent and former employers, in the process revealing the plaintiffs’ alleged 
sexual abuse histories.28 Two plaintiffs claimed that investigators hired by 
the diocese had suggested to neighbors or former employers that the plain-
tiffs might be abusing children themselves.29 In Boston, Cardinal Law’s 
interim successor, Bishop Richard G. Lennon, now bishop of Cleveland, 
allowed his legal counsel to subpoena therapists working with alleged sur-
vivors of abuse,30 stimulating a firestorm of protests from survivors, victim 
advocates, and mental health professionals who perceived the deposition 
of therapists as an act of reabuse.31 Finally, the Archdiocese of Seattle hired 
a lawyer, Jessie Dye, as their pastoral outreach coordinator for victims.32 
Victims alleged that they were not told that Dye was an attorney. Further, 
the survivors said that Dye actively discouraged them from hiring their 
own attorneys. John Shuster, an inactive Washington priest, told report-
ers that “the Archdiocese of Seattle uses the hot line to identify all victims 
who might sue and lure them in, to get as much information as possible 
so they can prep their own team of lawyers.”
 All the adversarial tactics employed by the Church were legal, and 
most were standard boilerplate defenses marshaled in personal injury law-
suits. Spokespeople for bishops cited the legality of their defense strategies 
and justified them as necessary to protect the assets of the Church in order 
keep dioceses running.33 Although these litigation approaches were legally 
available to the bishops, there were strong arguments against the morality 
of employing them in sexual abuse cases.
 First, in a number of cases, the guilt of the abuser already had been 
established in courts of law or by his own admission. Under these circum-
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stances, it seemed indefensible for the Church to attempt to wear victims 
down through aggressive legal maneuvers. Second, for bishops to avail 
themselves of defenses that, although legal, were likely to further damage 
the psyche and souls of alleged victims required a splitting of moral expe-
rience that was disquieting.
 The Catholic Church is adamant that Catholics may not access certain 
legal solutions to personal problems, even financially crippling difficulties, 
because the Church teaches that they are morally unacceptable. Catholics 
are not to engage in any sexual activity outside of marriage; may not use 
artificial contraception even if additional children would be emotionally 
or economically detrimental to the family; may not obtain abortions to 
terminate unwanted pregnancies even if the pregnancy would result in 
devastating financial, educational, or psychological consequences for the 
pregnant woman or couple; and may not use condoms to stop the spread 
of HIV/AIDS, a disease that both kills and costs society a great deal of 
money in direct services to sufferers. The same bishops, therefore, who 
would tell a couple that they cannot continue a fulfilling sexual relation-
ship while using artificial contraception to plan the size of their family to 
meet their psychological and economic resources, justified attempts to 
discredit alleged victims of sexual abuse on economic grounds.
 Donald Cozzens comments on the lack of pastoral sensitivity appar-
ent in these legal tactics:

[T]he church . . . sometimes betrays its pastoral sentiments by 
employing legal strategies and deposition tactics that have upset and 
angered victims and parishioners alike. . . . Church officials appear to 
think they are justified in using hardball tactics in response to what they 
consider to be the hardball tactics of victims and their attorneys. The 
effects of such assumptions on the part of the church have compounded 
the pain and suffering of victims. The damage done to the church’s 
image when such power tactics are employed is considerable.34

 Finally, the bishops’ legal strategies appeared to contradict the gospel 
on which their mission is founded. As reported in Matthew (5:23–26, 
40–41), Jesus said:

Come to terms quickly with your accuser while you are on the way to 
court with him or your accuser may hand you over to the judge, and 
the judge to the guard, and you will be thrown into prison. Truly I tell 
you, you will never get out until you have paid the last penny . . . and 
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if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well; 
and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile.

 Although many bishops lacked a pastoral attitude toward victims, 
there were some ecclesiastical pastors. Retired Archbishop Rembert Weak-
land and current Archbishop Timothy Dolan of Milwaukee apologized 
together to a former altar boy who had been sexually abused by a priest 
almost thirty years prior.35 The victim/survivor termed the meeting with 
the bishops “a session in restorative justice.”36 Archbishop Dolan also pub-
licly supported legislative changes in Wisconsin to require clergy to be-
come mandated reporters of suspected cases of sexual abuse.37 Archbishop 
Michael J. Sheehan took over the Santa Fe, New Mexico, diocese in 1993 
when it was in the midst of a sexual abuse scandal and earned praise from 
prosecutors and victims for his cooperation with legal authorities and his 
pastoral outreach to victims.38 When he temporarily assumed responsibil-
ity for the Phoenix diocese as well, Sheehan vowed to meet one-on-one 
with victims, saying, “[T]hey were abused one to one, and they should 
receive an apology one to one.”39 After the Archdiocese of Louisville set-
tled with 243 victims of sexual abuse by its priests, Archbishop Thomas 
Kelly opened his doors to any victim/survivor who wanted to meet with 
him.40 One victim, Mike Turner, who once had called on Kelly to resign, 
described the archbishop as “warm, receptive, and a pleasure to talk to” 
in a postsettlement meeting.41 In San Bernadino, Bishop Gerald Barnes 
included an extended story of one victim’s molestation in a diocesan news-
letter handed out to each parishioner in the diocese’s 110 parishes.42 Barnes 
also talked about the consequences of sexual abuse by priests in a video 
shown at every Mass in the diocese one Sunday.43

Enabling and Abandoning Abusers

In September 2002, Pope John Paul II addressed 120 newly appointed 
bishops and exhorted them to consider the meaning of having priests 
place their hands in those of their bishop at the moment of ordination. 
The pope said, “The young priest chooses to entrust himself to the Bishop 
and, for his part, the Bishop obliges himself to look after those hands. In 
this way, the Bishop becomes responsible for the destiny of those hands 
he grasps within his hands. A priest must be able to feel, especially in mo-
ments of difficulty or loneliness, that his hands are held tightly by those of 
his Bishop.”44 As heinous as the crime of sexual abuse is, the priests who 
committed these crimes were ordained to be their bishops’ spiritual sons. 
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Many American bishops, however, responded to abusive priests mostly in 
unpastoral ways.
 When a bishop reassigned a sexual offender to a new location with 
access to children, that priest was enabled by his bishop to continue vi-
olating minors. Whatever a bishop’s conscious motives were in making 
these reassignments, the covert communication to the priest was that he 
was free, if not encouraged, to find new victims. In some instances, it 
seemed that a bishop almost ensured the inevitability of a priest reabusing 
as when Bishop Gerard Frey formerly of Lafayette, Louisiana, appointed 
Gilbert Gauthe to be a Boy Scout chaplain after Gauthe already had come 
to Frey’s attention for molesting a young boy.45 Similarly, Bishop Odore 
Gendron formerly of Manchester, New Hampshire, assigned Rev. Paul 
Aube to a Rochester, New Hampshire, parish and put him in charge of a 
youth program even though Aube had confessed to molesting a minor and 
specifically asked his bishop for an assignment away from children.46 Aube 
allegedly abused at least seven minors in Rochester.47

 A reasonable person with no particular expertise in social sciences or 
criminal justice would not arrange for a known diamond thief, even a one-
time thief, to work as an unsupervised night watchman at Harry Winston, 
especially without informing the famous jeweler’s management about the 
new employee’s background. In fact, as early as 1956, Bishop Matthew F. 
Brady of New Hampshire knew that a sexually trangressive priest should 
not have access to new potential victims.48 Brady removed Fr. John T. 
Sullivan from ministry after a series of sexual incidents, including the im-
pregnation of a woman who almost died after an attempted abortion. Not 
only did Brady keep Sullivan out of his own diocese, he wrote numerous 
letters to other bishops informing them of Sullivan’s sexual problems and 
crimes and urging them not to take him into ministry in their dioceses. 
Yet bishops across the country kept men who had abused in ministry with 
access to minors and thereby failed these priests by not doing everything 
possible to make sure that they could not violate a child or adolescent 
again.
 Bishops sometimes blamed poor advice from mental health profes-
sionals for sending sexually abusive priests to new locations where they 
would be in contact with minors. It was disingenuous, however, for bish-
ops to hide behind their acceptance of what may have been inaccurate 
psychological feedback when they refused to take seriously years of social 
science advice about other human behaviors like birth control, divorce, 
or homosexuality. As they criticize “cafeteria Catholics” for choosing to 
adhere to some Church teachings while discarding others, the bishops 
have little credibility as “cafeteria advisees” who picked the psychological 
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findings most helpful in excusing their own behaviors while discarding 
others.
 While it is likely that unrealistically optimistic prognoses were gener-
ated by some clinicians, especially before research in the field of sexual 
abuse began to be published in the mid- to late 1980s, it is also true that 
some bishops placed priests back in ministry against professional advice.49 
Further, Leslie Lothstein of the Institute of Living, a treatment facility that 
worked with many priests who had abused, asserted that referring bishops 
often withheld pertinent facts about a priest’s background, including his 
prior offenses.50 Lothstein cites as an example a deposition in which a 
Connecticut bishop said “he withheld crucial information about a priest’s 
long history of molesting minors from the Institute of Living (where the 
priest was sent for psychological evaluation and treatment) because he did 
want to spoil the reputation of the priest.”51

 In addition to the clinical and evaluative problems this kind of decep-
tion presented for treatment facilities, it discouraged the referred priest 
from being honest about his background, which, in turn, limited the po-
tential for truly effective treatment. Rather, the priest was allowed or even 
covertly encouraged by his bishop to continue the lies and secrecy associ-
ated with sexual abuse and antithetical to successful psychological growth. 
Emerging from an evaluation or course of treatment that was founded on 
a sham, then placed by his bishop in another location with minors avail-
able to him, the priest in these circumstances was unlikely to experience a 
conversion and, in fact, having “gotten over” on a treatment facility with 
the help of his bishop, could construe that he had been given implicit 
permission by Church officials to resume his sexual victimizations.
 After the scandal became national news in early 2002, and especially 
after the USCCB’s passage of the Charter for the Protection of Children 
and Young People at the bishops’ June 2002 meeting in Dallas, the hi-
erarchy began to remove from ministry any priest against whom even 
one credible accusation of sexual abuse had been lodged, even if it were 
decades ago. This policy became commonly known as the bishops’ “zero 
tolerance” position. By the end of 2004, over seven hundred priests had 
been removed from ministry.52 Many of these men were moved into secu-
lar lives with which they had no lived experience. Although the Church 
often continued to pay a salary or retirement and provided health benefits, 
the priests were ripped from the only communities many of them had 
known since adolescence. The bishops were under enormous pressure to 
take this approach, and although many laypeople and even professionals, 
including this writer, encouraged zero tolerance at the time, the luxury 
of further reflection leads to the conclusion that the policy was not only 
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unpastoral, but also potentially dangerous both for the priests and for the 
wider society.
 Removing a priest from ministry and ousting him from his commu-
nity of brother priests represented an assault on the man’s identity. His 
title, attire, home, job, and clerical kinship networks were wrested from 
the priest through potentially traumatic processes in which little regard 
was shown for the unique circumstances of each individual. Traumatic loss 
often engenders depression, substance abuse, and/or regression to more 
immature and primitive modes of cognition, affective regulation, impulse 
control, judgment, and senses of self and others. Since 1993, for example, 
over two dozen clergy suicides have been linked to the sexual abuse of 
minors.53

 Bill Marshall, an expert with over thirty-five years of research and 
clinical experience with rapists and child molesters, told Vatican officials 
in April 2003 that a priest removed from ministry for sexual abuse was at 
great risk to kill himself or to reoffend.54 Unfortunately, we already know 
that reabuse occurred in some cases. Richard J. Mieliwocki was suspended 
from the priesthood in the Archdiocese of Newark in 2003 after he was 
accused of sexual misconduct going back to 1988.55 He was arrested in 
2004 and charged with molesting four adolescent males while working 
as a social worker in a substance abuse program.56 Gary J. Plunkett was 
suspended from the priesthood in the Diocese of Peoria in May 2003 
due to sexual abuse allegations and was arrested in December of that year 
for molesting an adolescent boy.57 Barry Ryan, another suspended priest 
who had served in Brooklyn and Queens, admitted to abusing a six-year-
old boy on Long Island in 2003.58 Vincent McCaffrey, a former priest of 
the Archdiocese of Chicago with a long history of abusing boys, pleaded 
guilty in 2002 to possession of over four thousand images of child por-
nography.59 At trial, McCaffrey told the court, “I cannot be cured.” These 
priests and others who were released from ministry may have regressed 
enough to abuse minors again, even if they had not offended for many 
years. Stripped of most essential elements of their identities, including the 
ability to say Mass, some priests were likely to displace their fears, disem-
powerment, shame, and rage onto new victims over whom they could feel 
temporarily dominant and in control.
 Priests may be even more likely to reoffend than some other sexual 
abusers. Researchers Hanson, Steffy, and Gauthier found that men who 
had never married, admitted to previous offenses, chose only male victims, 
and had poor relationships with their own fathers were more likely to 
reabuse than other men.60 Many priests fell into this category. For their 
sakes and to protect society, the bishops would have been both prudent 
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and pastoral to try to arrange ongoing care and supervision of priest of-
fenders who were not going to jail. Instead, bishops abandoned their spiri-
tual sons seemingly as heartlessly as they had the victims of these priests. 
Many bishops rid their dioceses of accused priests and disclaimed further 
responsibility for them, as when Archbishop Harry Flynn said, “Once a 
priest has been laicized [a course of action he expected most bishops to 
pursue in cases of abusive priests], then it would not be the responsibility 
of the bishop to follow that person, it would be the responsibility of the 
civil authorities in any town or jurisdiction.”61 As Catholic commentator 
Richard John Neuhaus put it, however, “The bishop is charged with the 
discipline and care of his priests. Abandoning their care cannot be the 
right answer to having failed in their discipline.”62

 Had bishops acted as pastors first, even after a priest was jailed, hos-
pitalized, dismissed from ministry, or laicized, his bishop would feel a 
responsibility to maintain regular communication with his priest, a man 
recognized by the bishop as a son in deep and ongoing need of ministry. 
Archbishop John Favalora of Miami, for example, makes yearly Christmas 
visits to a seminary classmate who is serving a life sentence for raping a 
young boy; the bishop is adamant that “[e]veryone, no matter what the 
circumstances, is entitled to experience the healing touch of Jesus.”63

 Pastoral bishops, even under enormous public pressure to do some-
thing about the sexual abuse crisis, might have considered ways in which 
they could fulfill their paternal and pastoral covenants with their priests 
and their obligations to protect children by devising residential centers in 
which abusing priests not going to prison could pray, repent, say Mass pri-
vately, and engage in productive work in tightly supervised communities. 
While some priests might have chosen to live in the secular world when 
they were removed from active ministry, others might have accepted the 
opportunity to live out their lives in residential houses of prayer, penance, 
productivity, and provisioning; situations enhancing the safety of abusive 
priests and society alike.
 At the 2002 National Assembly of the Conference of Major Superiors 
of Men—the analogue to the USCCB for members of religious orders—
held in Philadelphia a few months after the USCCB’s Dallas meeting, the 
leadership of the religious orders insisted that sexually abusive priests and 
brothers would be removed from ministry but remain members of their 
religious communities.64 The orders committed to supervise and restrict 
their members who had abused but also to offer them a home and a life of 
prayer and repentance. Insisting that even abusers were brothers in Christ 
and members of a family, the orders refused to follow the bishops’ lead 
in ridding their communities of sexually abusive religious men. It was, of 
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course, easier for religious communities to continue in relationship with 
their abusive members since there were abbeys, monasteries, or other spe-
cific community residences in which these men could be assigned and su-
pervised; dioceses did not have existing community residences in place.
 In addition to fulfilling the orders’ understanding of the gospel mes-
sage, the decision to keep abusive priests within the community of reli-
gious men made psychological sense. Healing for any human being takes 
place in relationship. With the secrets of their abusive brothers exposed 
and with reflection on the community mores that perpetuated silence 
about sexual crimes, religious communities could become more trans-
parent and honest “families.” Under the best circumstances, nonabusing 
priests and brothers, living in community with identified perpetrators, 
might identify their own potential for violence and exploitation of others. 
Accepting, naming, and developing a relationship with our own often-
dissociated capacity for evil reduces the likelihood that we will enact evil 
or tolerate its enactment within the “family.” At the same time, the abuser 
who receives love and acceptance from his community, balanced with clar-
ity and enforcement of necessary limitations, is the one most likely to 
change if change is at all possible. If an abuser has any capacity for empa-
thy, it will grow only if he receives empathy from others. Empathy here is 
not mindless sympathy but rather recognition received from another who 
sees the abuser clearly, refuses to be deluded by him, and also tenaciously 
remains in relationship with him.

Neglecting Good Priests

In addition to victims and abusing priests, bishops had a pastoral respon-
sibility to care for their decent priests who were reeling from the sexual 
abuse scandal. A pastoral bishop concerned about these men would have 
met personally with every priest in his diocese to process exactly how the 
new sexual abuse norms would be implemented in their diocese and to 
anticipate with them what the short- and longer-term effects might be on 
the ministries of these priests. During these meetings, the bishop would 
have listened to concerns, answered questions, and taken seriously sugges-
tions made by his troops in the field about protecting children while up-
holding the due process rights of priests. Also at these meetings, a pastoral 
bishop, perhaps assisted by appropriate civil and canon law consultants, 
would have mapped out strategies for priests to respond to false allega-
tions so that good priests inaccurately accused would not feel abandoned 
or forced into an isolated corner. A pastoral bishop would have met per-
sonally with, and arranged group meetings for, seminary classmates and 
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friends of priests credibly accused and removed from ministry so that these 
clergy could mourn and express the full range of their reactions. Further, 
a pastoral bishop would have encouraged all his priests to meet regularly 
with each other for support and reflection and would have been open to 
comments and criticisms growing out of those meetings.
 At the same time that he supported his priests, a pastoral bishop 
would have made clear his intolerance for the sexual violation of minors. 
He would have made explicit his determination to protect children and 
would have encouraged priests to come to him with any concerns about 
relationships fellow priests had with minors. Priests leaving these meetings 
would feel reassured that their spiritual father could combine love, com-
passion, and tough-mindedness in protecting the innocent and meting 
out justice to the predatory.
 Such pastoral sensitivity rarely was shown toward a bishop’s demoral-
ized and frightened community of priests. Rather, the country’s priests 
were devastated both by the depth and breadth of the sexual abuse scandal 
and by their bishops’ apparent lack of empathy for them. For the most 
part, priests who asked questions about their bishops’ actions were ig-
nored,65 urged to return to unquestioning obedience,66 or ordered to be 
silent.67

 A late 2002 nationwide poll found that two-thirds of American priests 
disapproved of the way in which their bishops were handling the crisis.68 
Scores of these priests experienced themselves as abandoned by their bish-
ops. Texas-ordained Long Island, New York, pastor Rev. Malcolm Burns 
reportedly acknowledged to parishioners that he no longer was sure that 
priests could or should obey their bishops at all times.69 Rev. Walter H. 
Cuenin of Boston reportedly stated, “The general feeling among priests 
around the country is we were hung out to dry.”70 Another Southern Cali-
fornia priest reportedly expressed his desire to see a bishop or cardinal go 
to jail.71 For priests to speak openly of their disappointment in their bish-
ops and to question publicly their promises of obedience suggested that 
the bishops’ lack of pastoral attention toward these priests deeply hurt and 
angered them.
 There were, of course, bishops who tried to minister to their rank-
and-file priests at the same time that they juggled lawsuits, removed priests 
from ministry, responded to media clamor, and were confronted by de-
mands from victims’ groups. Archbishop Timothy M. Dolan of Milwau-
kee, for instance, showed temperance toward and tolerance for 163 Wis-
consin priests who sent letters to him and then USCCB President Wilton 
Gregory urging that mandatory celibacy be opened for discussion among 
the bishops, particularly in view of the ever-increasing priest shortage.72 
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While Dolan disagreed with his priests, he did so respectfully and without 
any apparent rancor.73 The process in which he engaged was one of a fa-
ther remonstrating with but not retaliating against rebellious but maturely 
adult sons. Whatever one’s feelings are about the subject matter, Dolan’s 
response to his priests was a reassuring reminder that bishops can take 
seriously their role as pastors to their priests.

Affronting the Laity

It is clear that bishops ignored the spiritual needs of their laity as they 
moved abusive priests to new locations without telling the parents of 
potential victims about the background of a new priest in their midst. 
Dismissing priests accused of sexual abuse without arranging for their on-
going supervision also offended Catholic laity and other individuals into 
whose communities potentially dangerous priests moved. To that extent, 
bishops robbed parents of their right to exercise informed supervision of 
their children and to protect them from unnecessary danger. Once the 
scandal became public in 2002, most bishops made little effort to be pres-
ent to the laity in order to address their concerns and pain directly. Rather, 
many bishops communicated with the laity by letters read at Mass by their 
already demoralized priests.
 That pastoral sensitivity still could be an elusive diocesan quality well 
into the scandal was demonstrated in the summer of 2003 when the Arch-
diocese of Boston quietly changed important clauses in the sexual abuse 
policies drafted by two lay advisory groups and published with much fan-
fare by the diocese in May 2003.74 The changes reportedly were made 
without the knowledge of the members of either lay group commissioned 
to help the archdiocese craft its sexual abuse policies. They represented 
substantive modifications that limited a victim’s access to records of church 
proceedings in cases of accused priests. Maureen Scannell Bateman, chair-
woman of one of the lay panels, reportedly complained that the policy 
changes came with “no notice from the archdiocese that they were going 
to change the policy. We labored and labored over our report. Why would 
they then change [it] without telling anyone? That’s a very valid ques-
tion.” A noted sexual abuse expert and past member of one of Boston’s 
lay commissions, Dr. David Finkelhor, reportedly expressed concern that 
“the church has reverted to making decisions about the child protection 
policy without any outside input” and thus was backsliding into the kind 
of maneuvering that brought about the crisis in the first place. Terrence 
Carroll, former chair of the Seattle Archdiocese’s case-review board on 
sexual abuse of minors, complained that the diocese, under Archbishop 
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Alex Brunett, had not responded to the board’s report on sexual abuse in 
the diocese but rather had dismissed the board.75

 While many bishops failed to provide pastoral leadership to the la-
ity of their dioceses, some did, especially after the crisis burgeoned in 
2002. Syracuse Bishop James Moynihan, for example, conducted a “Time 
of Healing” prayer service during which he got down on his knees and 
apologized to his laity, reportedly saying, “People of this region have been 
harmed and their faith has been sorely tested by the sins of priests and 
bishops. I stand before you tonight to tell you I repent for the sins that 
have been committed and I repent for the harm that has been done.”76 
More trusting of their bishop than most bishops had been of their laities, 
the parishioners of Syracuse were comforted by Moynihan’s actions and 
expressed hope that healing could begin in that diocese.77 Similarly, Arch-
bishop Michael J. Sheehan of Santa Fe reportedly exhorted the laypeople 
of his diocese not to put their faith in priests or bishops but, rather, to put 
it in the Lord where it could not be hurt.78 In a letter mailed to 180,000 
Catholic homes in the Archdiocese of Baltimore, William Cardinal Keeler 
released details about all priests credibly accused of abuse in his diocese 
and also revealed financial data related to sexual abuse.79 Keeler apologized 
to the laity personally saying,

My fellow bishops and I must respond to the violence already visited 
on our children by saying we are sorry. At times, we have let our fears 
of scandal override the need for the kind of openness that helps prevent 
abuse. In the past, we sometimes have responded to victims and families 
as adversaries, not as suffering members of the Church. . . . I humbly 
ask forgiveness for my mistakes. Please pray for me so that I may better 
serve.80

Short on Priests, Short on Pastoral Promise

Perhaps influencing the bishops’ pastoral lapses was the pressure they 
felt from an increasing priest shortage. Since the 1960s, there has been a 
growing priest shortage in the United States.81 In 2004, there were about 
43,000 priests in America, down from over 58,600 in 1965.82 Only 533 
new priests were ordained in 2004, down to about half of 1965 levels.83 At 
the same time, the number of registered Catholics is increasing, thereby 
forcing fewer priests to minister to more Catholics.84 In 2003, over 16 
percent of American parishes had no resident priest and 60 percent of ac-
tive priests served alone in a parish or rode a circuit covering several com-
munities.85 For every 100 priests dying or retiring, only 35 new priests are 
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being ordained,86 and, of these, studies project that from 3 to 7 of them 
will leave the priesthood within five years of being ordained.87

 Compounding the problem of a declining number of priests is the 
aging of the priesthood. In 2000, the average age of diocesan priests was 
fifty-nine, and for vowed religious priests, it was sixty-three.88 In 2003, 
there were more American priests older than ninety than there were priests 
younger than thirty.89

 There are many reasons for the priest shortage in this country. Catho-
lics have been an upwardly mobile population, especially in the postwar 
period.90 The priesthood is no longer considered a royal road to education, 
power, and respectability, especially by Catholic mothers who can take as 
much pride in their sons who become doctors, lawyers, teachers, and cap-
tains of industry as they once did in their sons who became priests. Many 
Catholic parents today sense the loneliness and difficulty of a priest’s life, 
seeing it as far from an idealized life’s calling, and actually discourage their 
sons from pursuing the priesthood. Rev. Donald Cozzens relates a story 
in which a young man expresses interest in the priesthood to a priest after 
Sunday Mass. As the priest hands the boy vocation materials, they are 
snatched away by the young man’s mother, who says, “No son of mine is 
going to be a damn priest. . . . Nothing against you, Father. It’s just that 
no son of mine is going to be a priest.”91 Cozzens also cites a USCCB 
study indicating that one in five Catholic parents would strongly discour-
age their child from becoming a priest, and two-thirds would withhold 
encouragement from a son expressing interest in the priesthood.92

 While it is too early to discern the impact of the sexual abuse crisis on 
seminary applicants, it is reasonable to assume that it will have at least a 
short-term negative effect. Further, the Vatican’s linkage of homosexuality 
with the sexual abuse crisis and the 2005 instruction against the ordina-
tion of homosexuals may decrease the number of homosexual men willing 
to pursue the priesthood as well as leading other ordained homosexuals to 
resign. One gay Franciscan seminary student was quoted as saying, “I do 
think about leaving. It’s hard to live a duplicitous life.”93 One priest, Rev. 
Leonard Walker of Mesa, Arizona, resigned as a pastor and took a leave of 
absence from his Salvatorian religious order after the Vatican instruction 
was announced. Walker said, “It’s like a Jew wearing a Nazi uniform. I 
could no longer stay in that institution with any amount of integrity.”94 
Finally, the single greatest documented cause of decreased applications to 
seminaries and increased resignations among the ordained is mandatory 
celibacy.95 Yet, Pope John Paul II stood by the centrality of celibacy for the 
priesthood and Pope Benedict XVI continues to do so.
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 As in the sexual abuse crisis, the reasons for the priest shortage were 
externalized and blamed on a materialistic and decadent culture rather 
than on internal obstacles to the recruitment of excellent priests. In 2003, 
the Vatican rejected arguments that opening the priesthood to married 
men would resolve the priest crisis, instead advising current priests to ded-
icate themselves to attracting new candidates by educating young people 
and their families about the priesthood and encouraging them to consider 
religious vocations.96 The instruction begged the possibility that Catholic 
families already have some accurate perceptions of the priesthood and 
would prefer that their children look elsewhere for a fulfilling life.
 Bishops who, over the years, developed a realistic appraisal of the 
priest shortage were caught in a conflict. Under John Paul II, there was the 
papal version of the problem, which considered it terminable and remedial 
through prayer and increased recruitment efforts, there were the facts of 
the worsening shortage unfolding before the bishops’ eyes, and there was 
the fear that only the papal narrative could be verbalized without risking 
loss of papal favor and affection. In addition, because the pope declared 
that increased devotion and energetic recruitment could add to the priestly 
supply, a bishop whose seminaries stayed sparsely populated and/or whose 
ordained priests kept resigning might feel ashamed and threatened with 
the loss of the love of his spiritual father. It would be reasonable to think 
that, perhaps unintentionally, some bishops kept problematic priests in 
ministry in order to maintain their numbers. Monsignor Lawrence Bre-
slin, former rector of Mount St. Mary’s Seminary, for example, believes 
that Fr. Daniel C. Clark, accused of abusing nineteen children ages five 
to seventeen, was ordained against the advice of the seminary because the 
diocese was “desperate for bodies.”97

Bishops Need Pastoring Too

In order to nurture well, we need to have been nurtured well early on in 
our lives and must continue to feel succored as an adult. Therefore, for 
American bishops to function first as pastors it was essential that they feel 
recognized, supported, and pastored by the pope and other Vatican of-
ficials. Under John Paul II, however, the American bishops were deprived 
of that. Rather, they were caught in a double bind in which one reality, 
verbally validated by a system, was contradicted by other realities, ap-
parent at least to some members of system, but which there was a covert 
edict not to notice or speak about. Double binds work because there is a 
threat, usually implicit, to a potential “whistleblower” that they will lose 
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the love of and attachment bond with the individual(s) in power if they 
speak openly about that which contradicts the system’s allowable version 
of truth.
 Rev. Thomas Reese describes the double binding at work in the Vati-
can when he quotes one priest with years of curial contact and another 
former curial worker:

You know what you’re expected to say [about anything], even though 
deep down you may think otherwise. When an encyclical comes out, 
you’re expected to get behind it and say this is a very much needed 
statement and it just shows how close the church is to things, close to 
people. You say, well, the Holy Father is always right. . . .

Loyalty means never criticizing a papal decision. You might thoroughly 
disagree but you do not criticize this in public. . . . It would be disloyal 
if I did that. When these things happen on a very high level, I said, 
well I accept every decision that the Holy Father is going to make and 
I accept it in silence.98

 The stakes are thus high in this double binding Vatican system; most 
Vatican clergy and religious toe the line most of the time. Rather than 
reaching out pastorally to his American bishops, John Paul and his Vati-
can court double bound the U.S. prelates. First, despite ample evidence 
to the contrary, the Vatican insisted for a long time that sexual abuse was 
a peculiarly American, or at least a peculiarly Western, problem.99 This 
paradigm was suited to the pope’s contention that much of Western soci-
ety had succumbed to a culture of death in which freedom, coupled with 
responsibility, had been degraded into license and moral relativism to the 
detriment of souls.100

 In the pope’s remarks to the American cardinals, summoned to Rome 
in April 2002 to discuss the sexual abuse scandal, John Paul subtly linked 
the crisis with the laxity of American sexual morals. Further, he implied 
that U.S. bishops failed to protect children, at least in part, by tolerating 
equivocation on Catholic moral teachings. Most commentators focused on 
the pope’s declaration that there is no place in the priesthood and religious 
life for those who would harm the young.101 His next sentence, however, 
read, “[People] must know that bishops and priests are totally committed 
to the fullness of Catholic truth on matter of sexual morality.”102 In the 
summary statement of the meeting, the same tone was taken: “[T]he pas-
tors of the Church need clearly to promote the correct moral teaching of 
the Church and publicly to reprimand individuals who spread dissent and 
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groups which advance ambiguous approaches to pastoral care.”103 Far from 
looking inward at teachings, traditions, and structures of the Church that 
may support sexual acting out and secrecy, John Paul reinforced the right-
ness of the Church and implied that enhanced fidelity to sexual teachings 
would solve the problem.
 It may have rankled some cardinals that in a different room of the 
Vatican, Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger (Pope Benedict XVI), then powerful 
leader of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, was under some 
pressure from the media to confront longstanding sexual abuse charges 
against Legion of Christ founder and papal favorite Fr. Macial Maciel.104 
Nine former Legionaries, including a retired Spanish priest, a New York 
psychology professor, a professor at the U.S. Defense Languages School, a 
Harvard-trained scholar of Latin American studies, a lawyer, a rancher, an 
engineer, a schoolteacher, and a now-deceased priest and former university 
president, all accused Maciel of sexually abusing them when they were 
seminarians.105 They all signed sworn affidavits, which were submitted to 
the Vatican, and also filed a lawsuit with the Vatican against Maciel.106 As 
of November 2003, they had received no response.107 When ABC reporter 
Brian Ross questioned Ratzinger about the case in April 2002, the cardinal 
reportedly slapped Ross’s hand and appeared visibly upset.108 Fr. Maciel 
consistently denied all the charges but the lack of thorough investiga-
tion was troublesome, especially in the context of other complaints about 
the Legion’s recruitment and formation programs, which some former 
members liken to cultish brainwashing.109 In May 2006, Pope Benedict 
XVI implicitly acknowledged the validity of allegations against Maciel by 
restricting the eighty-six-year-old priest’s ministry and assigning him to a 
life of private prayer and penitence.110

 Caught in a double bind in which the pope was lecturing one thing 
to his American cardinals while practicing something quite contradictory 
down the hall about which no one could openly speak, the cardinals re-
turned to the United States with a mandate to fix the problem of sexual 
abuse, identified as their problem, on their own. Further, the pope and 
other Vatican officials implicitly conveyed that the bishops must address 
the scandal without capitulating to the demands of the media, civil au-
thorities, or a decadently sexualized modern public.111 As Eugene Kennedy 
beautifully described it, the American bishops found themselves jammed 
between the rock of Peter and a hard place, caught between incompatible 
demands of their own hierarchy and the various voices of America.112

 In Dallas 2002, the U.S. bishops attempted to resolve the scandal 
by developing the Charter for the Protection of Children and Young People 
and their “zero tolerance” norms. Once again, however, they were un-
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dermined by the Vatican. Not only did a Vatican review lead to several 
substantive changes in the norms, it also was later disclosed that the pope 
had already developed, in April 2001, norms for handling of sexual abuse 
complaints.113 These were secret norms shared with some bishops on a 
case-by-case basis.114 If in his April 2002 meeting with the American car-
dinals John Paul had a good idea of what he would and would not accept 
as a sexual abuse policy, and, further, if he knew he had drafted a sexual 
abuse response plan a year before the meeting, why not put all the papal 
cards out on the table ahead of time? It is difficult to understand why he 
would put his spiritual sons in such a potentially humiliating position. 
They were sent back to the United States to do something that their “fa-
ther” had already done and about which he would, in any case, have the 
final say.
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Chapter  9

Clerical Narcissism

Clericalism is the conscious or unconscious concern to promote 
the particular interests of the clergy and to protect the privilege and 
power that traditionally has been conceded to those in the clerical 
state. . . . Among its chief manifestations are an authoritarian style of 
ministerial leadership, a rigidly hierarchical worldview, and a virtual 
identification of the holiness and grace of the church with the clerical 
state and thereby with the cleric himself.1

—Conference of Major Superiors of Men

Cardinals and bishops are considered princes of the Roman Catholic 
Church and frequently are addressed as “Your Excellency” or “Your Emi-
nence.” Despite the overtones of royalty, however, the office of bishop 
is not intended to be a promotion nor a symbol of elevated status and 
prestige; it is supposed to be a ministry of service.2 George Weigel puts it 
this way: “The episcopal ring is not a medieval hangover suggesting a liege 
lord; the episcopal ring is a wedding ring, a sign of the bishop’s marriage 
to his people, for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and 
in health.”3 The notion of bishop-as-servant, unfortunately, can be dif-
ficult to discern in some chanceries where velvet-draped rooms, fine food 
and wine, and chauffeured limousines are more apparent than humble 
servitude. Many commentators, in fact, cited clericalism as a major fac-
tor in the bishops’ cover-up of sexual abuse by priests.4 Russell Shaw, for 
example, former spokesman for the United States Conference of Catholic 
Bishops (USCCB), asserts that clericalism results in a culture of secrecy 
and elitism that is conducive to covering up a scandal like the sexual abuse 
of minors by priests.5

 Clericalism justifies rigidly hierarchical power arrangements by de-
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claring that, by virtue of his papal or ecclesiastical caste, the individual 
is entitled to the power he wields and the deference he demands. It is a 
phenomenon that divides people into categories, emphasizing status dif-
ferences rather than the commonalities of the human condition. Cleri-
calism is likely to correlate with a diminished capacity for empathy, for 
mindfully and with full heart finding the “me in thee,” especially in those 
seemingly most unlike the clericalist. Clericalism therefore is a close rela-
tive of pathological narcissism. Psychoanalyst Lawrence Josephs presents a 
paradigm of narcissism that is particularly helpful in describing the influ-
ence of clericalism on bishops confronted with sexual abuse by priests.6

The Center of Attention

Josephs finds that the pathological narcissist has an overwhelming need 
to always be the center of attention.7 Ecclesiastical narcissists grab cen-
ter stage through their personal acquisitions, titles, and ability to com-
mand an audience at will. Cardinal Law, for example, insisted on being 
addressed as “Your Eminence” at all times,8 and it is not uncommon for 
bishops to expect to be called “Bishop” even by priests with whom they 
have served for a long time. Perhaps the prelate cited most often as a self-
imaged prince among princes, however, is Edward Cardinal Egan, former 
bishop of Bridgeport and currently cardinal archbishop of New York.
 As bishop of Bridgeport, Egan allegedly refused to meet with a mother 
who wanted to tell him about a priest who attempted to molest her son, 
and he also allegedly failed to notify law enforcement authorities when a 
priest impregnated a fifteen-year-old girl.9 In New York, he had not met 
with victims of priest abuse as of September 2003, was unavailable to cel-
ebrate Mass for members of the USCCB’s National Review Board when 
they visited New York, forbade National Review Board members from 
attending a Knights of Malta dinner unless they were Knights themselves, 
prevented Kathleen McChesney, then executive director of the USCCB’s 
Office for Child and Youth Protection, from speaking at a New York par-
ish, and declined to meet with National Review Board members other 
than at their Washington, D.C., office.10 During a press interview in Au-
gust 2002, just after the Dallas USCCB meeting, Egan demonstrated an 
apparent love for center stage. In the midst of a lengthy reminiscence 
about his years as a priest in Rome, he recounted that before a piano con-
cert began one night, he influenced the musicians to change their sched-
uled performance to include a Schubert piece played the way he loved it 
to be.11 When Pope John Paul II called the American cardinals to Rome to 
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discuss the abuse scandal, most of the prelates were housed at the North 
American College; Cardinal Egan stayed at a five-star hotel.12

Appearances Count

According to Josephs’ paradigm of disordered narcissism, the narcissist 
is deeply concerned with appearances and the accoutrements of status.13 
For some bishops, their gold crosses, bishops’ rings, and personal furnish-
ings perhaps become overvalued as symbols of ecclesiastical rank. Along 
the way, their pastoral hearts may harden and they can lose their moral 
and ethical compasses. They seem to forget the need to earn and to keep 
earning the reverence of their priests and laity as they become focused 
on the trappings of a position about which they feel entitled rather than 
custodial. Bishop William Murphy of Rockville Centre, New York, seems 
to provide an example of excessive concern with the material symbols of 
prestige.
 Murphy, a former assistant to Boston’s Bernard Cardinal Law, super-
vised at least one third of the sexual abuse cases that came to light in that 
archdiocese.14 Attorney General Thomas F. Reilly of Massachusetts said of 
Bishop Murphy: “[E]ven with undeniable information available to him on 
the risk of recidivism, Bishop Murphy continued to place a higher priority 
on preventing scandal and providing support to alleged abusers than on 
protecting children from sexual abuse.”15

 In 2001, Murphy was assigned to lead his own diocese on Long Is-
land. Shortly after his arrival, he decided to convert a convent, originally 
built for fifty-six nuns, into his new residence and asked the six religious 
women still living there to find another home.16 The five-thousand-square-
foot structure was renovated to include a large bedroom, marble bath, sit-
ting room, and study for Murphy, a new dining-room table seating twelve, 
and a kitchen equipped with a Sub-Zero refrigerator, Viking professional 
range, and wine cellar for fifty bottles of wine with different temperature 
settings for white and red wines.17

 When the press raised questions about the bishop’s new home, he 
explained that the convent “was close to the cathedral, which of course is 
my cathedral, and it makes sense that if I could be close to my cathedral, 
I should be.”18 He added that it was important for the Rockville Centre 
bishop to have a fitting home in which to welcome “influential prelates.”19 
The cathedral, of course, is not the personal property of Bishop Murphy 
but rather is the edifice in which every bishop of Rockville Centre serves 
the Catholics who worship there. Shortly after the renovation story be-
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came public, the diocese’s Catholic Charities announced that a $140,000 
deficit, about the cost of Murphy’s new Oriental rugs and kitchen appli-
ances, was forcing them to end a home care program for indigent and 
mentally ill people.20

 Josephs points out that while the narcissist privileges the tangible 
symbols of his status, he holds as irrelevant less concrete attributes like 
moral sensibility, relational attachments, honesty, and maturity.21 Bishop 
Murphy conveyed an apparent attachment to things rather than people, 
including sexually victimized children, and he seemed lacking in empathic 
connections with other less fortunate than he.
 Similarly, Roger Cardinal Mahony of Los Angeles was accused of fail-
ing to attune to the subjective experience of sexual abuse survivors when 
he consecrated a side chapel to them in his new cathedral, nicknamed 
the “Taj Mahony.”22 Mahony invited the media to the dedication of the 
chapel but neglected to invite the abuse survivors to whom he said he 
was paying tribute, nor had he consulted any of them before deciding to 
“honor” them with a chapel.23 Seemingly unperturbed by the survivors 
outside the cathedral protesting the ceremony, Mahony defended his deci-
sion to consecrate the chapel by asserting, “We need to get this [the sexual 
abuse issue] resolved.”24 Mahony’s confidence in his own approach and his 
indifference to the reactions of the very individuals with whom resolution 
needed to be negotiated illustrates Josephs’s contention that narcissists 
operate from egocentric organizations of thought.25 The narcissist, and I 
posit the clericalist as well, does not feel the need to consult others because 
he knows his own view is the correct one, and, therefore, any view diverg-
ing from his is, by definition, incorrect.

Clericalist Defenses

Because the narcissist is convinced of his superiority over other people 
and is certain, therefore, that his opinions, decisions, and behaviors are 
correct, reproach is intolerable. His internal world remains at a prereflec-
tive level of awareness, rarely subject to introspective contemplation and 
articulation.26 When the clericalist’s worldview or actions are questioned, 
he defends his self-image through what psychoanalyst Otto Kernberg de-
scribes as primitive defense mechanisms consistent with early, immature 
stages of development.27 As the sexual abuse crisis within the Catholic 
Church unfolded, many bishops resorted to these defensive strategies to 
deflect attention from their own responsibility for the scandal. Denial, 
projection, circling the wagons, and devaluing the integrity of critics were 
particularly in evidence.
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Denial
Denial was used by some bishops to minimize the scope and meaning of 
the sexual abuse of young people by priests, and to shed personal account-
ability for the abuse. It is clear that some bishops, like Bernard Cardinal 
Law, simply lied outright about what they knew about sexual abuse by 
their diocesan priests and when they knew it.28 “Truth” is as the clerical 
narcissist declares it to be; it is not necessarily a narrative tied in some way 
to history or factual reality. In this case, lying somehow does not count as 
immoral to the dissembler because protecting power and prestige while 
avoiding scandal are higher priorities than is telling the truth.
 While some bishops lied, others minimized the scope and meaning 
of the problem by claiming that priests sexually violate minors no more 
often, and perhaps less frequently, than other men in society.29 Although 
there is little reliable epidemiological data on the percentage of men who 
sexually violate young people, some bishops and Vatican officials talked 
about no more than 2 percent of priests abusing minors and equated that 
with the prevalence of sexual abusers in the wider society. Data derived by 
the media, which indicated that in some dioceses well over 5 percent of 
priests were known to have abused minors,30 simply were ignored by these 
speakers until research conducted for the USCCB confirmed the higher 
percentages.
 At the November 2005 meeting of the USCCB, Bishop William Skyl-
stad, the group’s president, asserted that a “handful” of abusive priests 
had forced the rest of the priesthood to “endure an avalanche of negative 
public attention.”31 Three years into the scandal, Skylstad, whose Spokane 
diocese was in bankruptcy over sex abuse claims there, seemed to continue 
to deny both the dimensions of the sexual abuse problem and the part the 
bishops played in creating it.

Projection
Projection was employed to shift the blame for the scandal onto other in-
dividuals and groups. W. W. Meissner asserts that projective defenses and 
paranoid thinking are common in groups, like the Catholic Church, that 
he says are organized by a cultic process, “a group process by which the 
group establishes and defines itself over [and] against other competing and 
oppositional groups.”32 He maintains that projection defines the boundar-
ies of the in-group, especially when a threat to its integrity is perceived, by 
attributing to outside individuals and groups qualities inherent in the in-
group but unacknowledged by its members. The projective mantra of the 
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defensive in-group, according to Meissner, is, “Outsiders are dishonest, 
deceitful, and dangerous, not us—even when these undesirable character-
istics are as generously distributed within the ingroup as outside it.”33

 Two projective statements were repeatedly used in the sexual abuse 
scandal. Both suggest the possible operation of paranoid cognitive pro-
cesses and projective defenses that also are cited as common to the nar-
cissistically disordered character described by Josephs.34 One projection 
blamed the media for distorting the scope of the sexual abuse crisis; the 
other attributed interest in the scandal to anti-Catholic bias.
 At the 2002 USCCB meeting in Dallas, history professor Scott Ap-
pleby of Notre Dame turned projection on its head by properly crediting 
the press for services rendered to the Church:

[T]he media did not create this scandal. . . . Indeed, the mainstream 
media has done the Church a service by exposing that which was 
shrouded in darkness . . . that the media has focused with such intensity 
on the scandal is a kind of testimony, odd though it may be, to the fact 
that American society rightly expects more of the Church.35

 Bishop Wilton Gregory, then president of the USCCB, was one prel-
ate who, in 2002, struggled against the projective mechanism of press 
blaming when he told the bishops gathered in Dallas that the scandal 
was the Church’s self-inflicted wound and that criticism of the press was 
misplaced.36 A year later, however, his tune had changed. Addressing the 
Religion Newswriters Association in September 2003, Gregory criticized 
the media for the intensity with which they covered the scandal, saying: 
“I think the media last year did help the church to take some steps that 
will wring this terrible stain out of her life. . . . However, the way the story 
was so obsessively covered resulted in unnecessary damage to the bishops 
and the entire Catholic community.”37 Gregory accused the media of fail-
ing to emphasize that most incidents of sexual abuse by priests took place 
decades ago. While the media indeed followed the Church scandal closely, 
it follows many scandals obsessively as Monica Lewinsky, former U.S. 
Representative Gary Condit, sports star and accused sexual assaulter Kobe 
Bryant, Martha Stewart, and O. J. Simpson all learned. Moreover, Greg-
ory’s comments missed the essential point. No matter when the sexual 
abuse of minors by priests occurred, had most bishops acted responsibly, 
there never would have been a scandal. The key aspect to the scandal was 
the bishops’ unwillingness to respond with pastoral hearts to sexual abuse, 
and that lack of pastoral sensitivity unfortunately is not even minutes into 
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the past in some chanceries. Rev. Andrew Greeley, in fact, suggests that 
bishops still fail to grasp the true nature of their role in the sexual abuse 
scandal:

[B]ishops . . . may express verbal apologies. They certainly are sorry 
that they have attracted unfavorable media attention. . . . However, 
they do not seem to have any sense of the suffering of victims nor any 
real guilt that they were personally responsible for this suffering. . . . 
How can one be guilty of so many objective mortal sins and not break 
down in pain? Why don’t they rush off to monasteries to expiate?38

A partial answer to Greeley’s questions seems to be that bishops embedded 
in a clerical culture are not looking inward to the source of the scandal; 
they are issuing projective accusations to those around them.
 Another frequently repeated projective remark was that public interest 
in the sexual abuse scandal was fueled by anti-Catholics inside and outside 
the Church. This argument held that the bishops may have made mistakes 
over the years or shown errors in judgment, but hateful anti-Catholics 
were hitting good men when they were down in order to promote agendas 
that contradict the teachings of the Church. Once again, Bishop Wilton 
Gregory followed his pastoral and passionate address to his ecclesiastical 
colleagues in Dallas with a speech six months later that raised the possibil-
ity that he too had succumbed to clericalist projections:

As bishops, we should have no illusions about the intent of some 
people who have shown more than a casual interest in the discord we 
have experienced within the church this year. There are those outside 
the church who are hostile to the very principles and teachings that 
the church espouses, and have chosen this moment to advance the 
acceptance of practices and ways of life that the church cannot and 
will never condone. Sadly, even among the baptized, there are those at 
extremes within the church who have chosen to exploit the vulnerability 
of the bishops at this moment to advance their own agendas.39

 There are many Catholics who disagree with and choose in good con-
science not to follow some Church teachings, especially those related to 
birth control, premarital sex, divorce and remarriage, and homosexuality. 
There also undoubtedly are anti-Catholic forces outside the Church who 
would like to see the Church founder. The anti-Catholicism charge was 
applied promiscuously, however, to Catholic and non-Catholic writers 
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and speakers justifiably outraged by the facts of the sexual abuse crisis 
and by the hypocrisy of bishops who for years preached a stringent sexual 
morality while tolerating sexual depravity among their priests.
 Clerically narcissistic bishops, unwilling to submit to well-founded 
criticism of their past and present behaviors regarding sexual abuse of mi-
nors, appeared to play the anti-Catholicism card to silence their accusers. 
It can be fairly argued, however, that it was from within the ranks of the 
hierarchy that anti-Catholicism, if it played a part in this scandal at all, 
was most forcefully enacted. Bishops like Bernard Law, John McCormack 
of New Hampshire and his predecessor Odore Gendron, Thomas Daily 
formerly of Brooklyn, Thomas O’Brien formerly of Phoenix, William 
Murphy of Rockville Centre and his predecessor John McGann, Alfred 
Hughes of New Orleans, Anthony Bevilacqua formerly of Philadelphia 
and his predecessor John Krol, Daniel Pilarzcyk of Cincinnati, and Robert 
Banks formerly of Green Bay, all of whom were found by grand juries or 
prosecutors to have endangered minors by placing them in the paths of 
known sexual abusers in order to prevent scandal, conducted themselves 
in what might qualify as an anti-Catholic manner. Specifically, these men 
and other bishops seemed to lose track of Jesus’ admonition, reported in 
Matthew (16:6): “If any of you puts a stumbling block before one of these 
little ones who believe in me, it would be better if a great millstone were 
fastened around your neck and you were drowned in the depth of the sea.” 
We have not yet witnessed a bishop jumping into the sea with a rock tied 
around his neck. Rather, most who appeared forgetful of Jesus’ charge 
remain in their chanceries, many feeling unfairly chastised by the press, 
survivors’ groups, some priests, and members of the laity.
 Instead of facilitating heartfelt reflection on and repentance for the 
wrongs committed by bishops, the Church and its prelates were portrayed 
as the real victims who were being unfairly persecuted. When that defen-
siveness sparked even more outrage among commentators, some bishops 
appeared perplexed and self-justifying. For example, Thomas Daily, bishop 
of Brooklyn until August 2003, likened the criticism he received for his 
role as an advisor to Cardinal Law in Boston and his protection of sexu-
ally abusive priests to a cross he carried in imitation of Christ.40 He also 
said that he had read the writings of Edith Stein (a Jewish woman who 
converted to Catholicism and became a vowed religious woman, died in 
Auschwitz because of her Jewishness, and was canonized as a saint by John 
Paul II) and identified with her.41

 Bishop Daily seemed to be missing an important point in these self-
evaluations: Both Jesus and Edith Stein were innocents sacrificed for po-
litical reasons. Daily, on the other hand, was found by the attorney gen-
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eral of Massachusetts to have “had a clear preference for keeping priests 
who sexually abused children in pastoral ministry and generally followed 
a practice of transferring those priests without supervision or notification 
to new parishes.”42 Instead of communicating guilt, shame, or remorse 
about his endangerment of children, Bishop Daily portrayed himself as a 
humble man fully prepared to shoulder a cross of unearned rebuke. Under 
the circumstances, that self-image depicted the narcissistic sense of moral 
superiority and false humility endemic to clericalism.

Circling the Wagons
In order to prevent direct challenges to their clerical culture, some bishops 
tended to surround themselves with groups and individuals unlikely to 
threaten their worldview. In selecting experts to advise them about sexual 
abuse, for example, these bishops took an insular approach. They usually 
chose from among their own, like Rev. Stephen Rosetti of Church-af-
filiated St. Luke’s Institute, or from those with whom they had worked 
before, like Fred Berlin, M.D., of Johns Hopkins’ Sexual Disorders Clinic, 
a facility for sexual perpetrators.
 At the same time that bishops chose certain advisers, they ignored 
others who offered to help them and had the qualifications to do so. Prior 
to the mid-1980s, there were few acknowledged experts on sexual abuse. 
By the early 1990s, however, there was a cadre of credentialed experts who 
could have been useful to prelates interested in responding pastorally and 
effectively to both abusing priests and victim/survivors. In early 1993, for 
example, four health professionals—Drs. Carol and Theodore Nadelson 
and Drs. Carolyn and Eli Newberger—with over one hundred years of 
combined experience in sexual abuse and child protection, were invited 
to lunch with Bernard Cardinal Law; William F. Murphy, now bishop 
of Rockville Centre, New York; and John McCormack, now bishop of 
Manchester, New Hampshire.43 The four luncheon guests advised their 
hosts that most men who sexually abuse could not be cured and sug-
gested reporting abusive priests to civil authorities, an idea that Cardinal 
Law reportedly dismissed. Carol Nadelson offered to help the diocese re-
view screening procedures for seminarians; the Newbergers volunteered 
to develop a reporting process. None of these experts ever heard from the 
Archdiocese of Boston again.
 Similarly, officials from the diocese of Erie, Pennsylvania, met with 
pedophilia expert Justine Schober, M.D., who also offered a pessimis-
tic assessment of recovery prospects for abusing priests.44 She was never 
contacted by the Erie diocese again. A nationally acknowledged pioneer 
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in sexual abuse research, Dr. David Finkelhor of the University of New 
Hampshire, served as a member of the Law Commission that developed 
recommendations for the sexual abuse policy publicly accepted and se-
cretly revised by the archdiocese.45 Although Finkelhor credited the arch-
diocese with making progress in its efforts to respond more effectivey to 
sexual abuse by clergy, he expressed concern about its unwillingness to ac-
cess other experts who could provide valuable assistance but who might be 
out of step with some Church teachings or who might not even be Catho-
lic.46 The apparent shortsightedness depicted in these vignettes had a long 
history in the Catholic Church and stemmed in part from the Church’s 
uneasy relationship with science, modernity, and postmodernity.
 Until 1967, and thus during most of the training and priesthood of 
virtually all bishops presiding over the sexual abuse crisis, the Catholic 
Church was at war with modernity, especially modern approaches to his-
tory and the hard and social sciences. In 1907, Pope Pius X (1903–1914) 
issued the encyclical Pascendi Domenici Gregis, which defined the Church’s 
relationship with modernity until Vatican II.47 Strongly criticizing mo-
dernity, Pius said: “Were one to attempt the task of collecting together in 
one place all the errors that have been broached against the faith and to 
concentrate the sap and substance of them all into one, he could not bet-
ter succeed than the Modernists have done.”48

 Pascendi directed the bishops to ban modernist works from seminar-
ies, to forbid the faithful—on pain of excommunication—from reading 
modernist thinkers, and to prohibit clergy from meeting in groups lest 
modernist ideas infect their discussions. Every priest was required to swear 
an oath against modernism; the oath was not discontinued until 1967.49 
Although Vatican II and encyclicals like Pacem in Terris and Gaudium et 
Spes threw the Church into dialogue with science, social science, and tech-
nology, almost all the bishops in power during the sexual abuse scandal 
and the decades leading up to it had been trained to mistrust science and 
modern thinking.50

 Pope John Paul II welcomed many modernist ideas and, in fact, con-
vened an international research conference at the Vatican Observatory in 
1987 in order to stimulate deeper dialogue between theology and science, 
especially physics.51 During his papacy, however, much of Western intel-
lectual thought had moved on to postmodern notions that focused espe-
cially on deconstructing and reformulating paradigms of gender, sexuality, 
power, and authority—all aspects of relational life implicated in the sexual 
abuse scandal. John Paul was strongly opposed to the relativism expressed 
in postmodern ideas. Relativism by its nature challenged the inflexibility 
and supposed timelessness of Church teachings, especially those regarding 
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sex, gender, and power. Bishops—who had achieved success in a patriar-
chal, homosocial society; who, for most of their lives, had been taught to 
distrust soft and hard science; and whose pope instructed them to work 
against acceptance of postmodern ideas—may have been uncomfortable 
with sexual abuse experts, many of whom embraced ideas the bishops 
perhaps did not fully understand or considered threatening.
 Contrasting the bishops’ approach to sexual abuse and their engage-
ment with other social issues is instructive. When the USCCB decided 
to issue a pastoral letter on nuclear war in 1983, they consulted with a 
wide range of foreign policy experts, ethicists, and other authorities on 
war and peace.52 Similarly, prior to their publication of a 1986 pastoral 
letter on economic justice, the bishops invited the opinions of over two 
hundred experts in fields related to the economy.53 Faced with the need to 
develop policies regarding the sexual abuse of minors by priests, however, 
the bishops did not seek out the best available minds of their day. When I 
addressed the USCCB Dallas 2002 conference, for example, it was grati-
fying but also shocking that so many bishops personally thanked me for 
helping them appreciate sexual trauma from the experience of the victims 
for the first time. Given the amount of time most bishops had been devot-
ing to the sexual abuse scandal, it was disquieting to sense their naivete 
about its impact on victims.
 The Dallas USCCB meeting was an aberration in that laypeople, in-
cluding survivors of sexual abuse, were invited to address the bishops and 
had some hard words for them. It may have inflicted on many bishops 
what Meissner terms a narcissistic defeat and degradation.54 He says that 
such narcissistic wounds to the identity of members of an in-group like 
the bishops stimulate countermeasures to restore and enhance the depleted 
ego of the group.55 Subsequent USCCB meetings were only for bishops 
and their staffs, except for reports from the National Review Board, and 
these meetings can be viewed, in part, as attempts to return the group ego 
to its pre-Dallas state of narcissistic cohesion.
 As early as the June 2003 USCCB meeting, it appeared that efforts 
to restore the bishops’ sense of themselves were underway. In his report 
to the bishops, Archbishop Harry J. Flynn, chair of the Ad Hoc Com-
mittee on Sexual Abuse, acknowledged that there was a long road ahead 
in fully addressing the sexual abuse of minors by priests.56 He credited 
the bishops with having made great strides, however, and, to applause 
from his colleagues, expressed his confidence that the bishops would suc-
ceed in resolving the scandal and would protect children in the future.57 
Survivors affiliated with SNAP (Survivor Network for those Abused by 
Priests) requested some kind of dialogue with the bishops at that meeting 
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but were rebuffed.58 Flynn explained that the national conference already 
had heard the pain of victims and needed to hear no more except at the 
diocesan level as individual bishops saw fit.59 Further, bishops like Francis 
Cardinal George of Chicago, Donald Wuerl of Pittsburgh, and Daniel 
Buechlin of Indianapolis once again complained that the media, the pub-
lic, and people with “agendas” to dismantle the teachings of the Church 
were exploiting and exaggerating the scope of the crisis and the efficacy of 
the bishops’ implementation of sexual abuse norms adopted the previous 
year.60

 While few would argue that most dioceses across the nation had taken 
concrete steps to protect children more effectively, the crisis was far from 
over in June 2003. Given the magnitude of the bishops’ failures to con-
front sexual abuse effectively in the past and, in some places, in the pres-
ent, one would hope that the bishops would realize that they needed to 
hear repeatedly from survivors, their advocates, professionals who have 
researched sexual abuse and who work with survivors, rank-and-file priests 
demoralized by the crisis, and laypeople wondering whether they can trust 
their Church to do right. Instead, only one year after Dallas, the bishops 
internally articulated the status of the scandal, applauded their self-defined 
successes, and chose not to hear from anyone who might have had a dif-
ferent take on things.

Devaluing Critics
Finally, attempts by clerical narcissists to devalue others, such as survivor 
groups, the press, and lay critics, may also stem from unconscious envy. 
Josephs states that, for the pathological narcissist, moral goodness is as-
signed from without rather than being achieved from within.61 For some 
bishops, this may translate into a prideful sense that their moral goodness 
has been recognized and externally proclaimed by the pope when they are 
chosen as bishops. Indeed, these bishops may have had a history of expe-
riencing goodness and a perfectly calibrated moral compass as things they 
acquired through ordination rather than qualities they needed to develop 
throughout the life cycle as internal resources through which to live their 
priesthoods.
 When a clericalist bishop unconsciously perceives genuineness, in-
tegrity, true goodness, and generosity coming from the inside of another, 
envy can be stimulated that, in turn, evokes a determination to unmask 
the other as a phony. In this case, the clericalist may search to find and 
to expose another’s Achilles’ heel in order to restore his own narcissistic 
equilibrium and sense of moral superiority. Vague and unsubstantiated 
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allegations that critics of the hierarchy were using the crisis deceitfully to 
achieve selfish ends resembled a defense against unconscious envy. Here, 
there was no room for others who had profound concerns about a be-
loved Church and who genuinely wanted a more open dialogue about the 
implications of the sexual abuse scandal. From the perspective of clerical 
culture, such people only could be enemies of the in-group, in this case, 
the hierarchy.
 One of the most disquieting examples of a clericalist attack apparently 
designed to discredit a prominent critic of the Church involved former 
Governor Frank Keating of Oklahoma, who served for a year as chair of 
the National Review Board. Keating resigned in June 2003 after mak-
ing a controversial remark comparing some bishops’ attempts to main-
tain secrecy about sexual abuse in their dioceses with the Cosa Nostra’s 
demands for secrecy among its membership.62 In October 2003, Keating 
alleged that Rev. Edward Weisenburger, vicar general of the Oklahoma 
City diocese, had attempted to smear him by e-mailing to Rev. William 
Woestman, a member of the Archdiocese of Chicago’s tribunal, remarks 
focusing on Keating’s disagreement with Church teachings on capital 
punishment but also asserting that Keating did not attend Sunday Mass 
regularly and had a mistress, who Weisenburger mentioned by name.63 
Fr. Woestman confirmed that he received the e-mail, which he passed on 
to Francis Cardinal George of Chicago, who then sent it to Anne Burke, 
another member of the National Review Board. It also reached Bishop 
Wilton Gregory of the USCCB, who is reported to have apologized for 
the letter. Keating strongly and publicly denied missing Mass or having a 
girlfriend. If a number of members of the hierarchy indeed were involved 
in spreading potentially damaging untruths about Keating because they 
were threatened by his criticism and insistence on ecclesiastical compli-
ance with sexual abuse norms, it represented clericalism at its worst.

Career Clericalism

Identification with clerical narcissism began early for some future bish-
ops. Priests and former priests describe seminary classmates who from the 
beginning of their formations sought the power and prestige associated 
with ecclesiastical life.64 Fr. Richard John Neuhaus describes this kind of 
careerism: “Recently, a priest who had served for years as an official in the 
chancery office was ordained an auxiliary bishop. ‘At last,’ he declared, ‘I 
am fully a priest.’ . . . There may be a shortage of priests but there is no 
shortage of priests who would like to be bishops.”65 Perhaps insecure, im-
mature, or predisposed to a narcissistic character style, these men sought 
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identities through their priestly state rather than bringing into their priest-
hood well-developed psychological systems of self. Too many of these men 
may have remained boys, entering seminaries looking for a new family 
who would care for them as minors rather than relate to them as men. 
Cozzens puts it this way:

The seminary . . . is a kind of antechamber to the home he will find 
in the church as a priest. If he follows the rules, pleases his ecclesial 
“parents,” he will be taken care of. He will be clothed in special robes, 
given an identity, enhanced with status, provided with leisure for 
prayers, study and recreation, and exposed to the arts. . . . And if he is 
docile and shrewd, he may find himself in a special place of honor in 
this second home.66

To be awarded that seat of honor—the bishop’s throne—however, often 
required that the upwardly moving priest relinquish his own intellect and 
will, along with a range of human capacities, among them sexual and af-
fective passion, compassion, and respect for the subjectivity of another. 
Accepting objectification and a faux self-less-ness as the price of career 
advancement, the clerical narcissist perhaps traded genuine individuality 
for reassurance about his membership and eventual leadership in an ex-
clusive club of men considered by each other to be morally and spiritually 
superior to those outside the in-group.
 Josephs posits that, during developmental years, the future narcissist 
frequently feels it necessary to conform to the role expectations demanded 
by parents so that the parents could feel good about themselves.67 Here, 
we see an analogy to the Catholic clericalist-to-be. During his formation 
and as an advancing cleric, the priest netted in clericalism may have felt 
compelled to meet or exceed the exacting yet flattering role demands 
placed on him by superiors. Inactive priest Paul Dinter says that these 
priests “learn how to mirror the needs of those in authority, bringing all 
their learned skills as compliant sons to the challenging task of pleasing 
the omnipotent spiritual father.”68 As time went on, these priests perhaps 
increasingly identified with the ecclesiastical fathers they served, and their 
own sense of entitlement expanded accordingly.

Clericalism Starts at the Top

Clericalism needs fertile relational soil in which to root, and the Vatican is 
home to many narcissistic family elders who export clericalism through-
out the Catholic diaspora. At the Vatican, covert but intense ambition 
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and careerism are common attributes of clergy. Competition and jealous 
protection of one’s turf can infect priests trying to move up in a system 
within which promotions often depend much more on loyalty to the Holy 
See than on job competence.69 Paul Dinter, who worked in Rome for 
some time, says, “Roman ecclesiastics participate in a self-confirmatory 
culture that censures outside influences and contrary opinions as those 
‘of the world’ against which they are defending the Church.”70 These very 
real limitations, combined with substantial power, can result in an orga-
nizational system whose members simply reflect each other’s smug and 
unchallenged certainty that their “truths” are unassailably correct. In that 
case, clericalism becomes a euphemism for a potentially destructive ar-
rogance overlaying ignorance.
 Throughout the sexual abuse crisis, statements from a number of 
Vatican officials seemed to convey an arrogant dismissal of the scope and 
meaning for many faithful Catholics of the sexual abuse of minors by 
priests and, even more, of the hierarchy’s attempts to cover it up. Both 
Archbishop Tarcisio Bertone, secretary of the Congregation for the Doc-
trine of the Faith, and Archbishop Julian Herranz, head of the Pontifical 
Council for the Interpretation of Legislative Texts, for example, agreed 
that bishops should not be required to report sexual abuse by priests to 
civil authorities.71 Bertone was quoted as saying that clergymen should 
not have to fear legal consequences when they confided in their bishops 
and that society “must also respect the ‘professional secrecy’ of priests.”72 
Neither of these men seemed to think that protecting children and adoles-
cents from sexually predatory priests was as vital as maintaining the special 
status of priests who apparently were to be held above the law.
 Early on in the scandal, Vatican spokesmen denied the scope of the 
sexual abuse problem by defining it first as a uniquely American problem 
and then as a limited, Anglo-Saxon phemonenon.73 That attempt to cir-
cumscribe the problem fit Pope John Paul II’s perception that Westerners 
are obsessed with sex in cultures dominated by moral relativism. Since 
2002, however, reports of sexual abuse by priests, enshrouded in secrecy 
imposed by their bishops, have been publicized worldwide.74 It is now 
clear that the American hierarchy’s approach to sexual abuse of minors by 
its priests was patterned similarly around the globe. Further, between 1990 
and mid-2003, twenty-one bishops from ten countries resigned because of 
sexual misconduct with adults or minors or because of their mishandling 
of the sexual misconduct of other priests.75

 Denial seemed to be reflected in claims by Vatican officials that the 
incidence of sexual abuse by priests was very small. Dario Cardinal Cas-
trillon Hoyos, once considered to be a papabile, or candidate for pope, 
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and Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger (Pope Benedict XVI) both asserted that 
the percentage of abusive priests was as low as or lower than that found in 
other segments of society.76 As Rev. Stephen Rossetti pointed out, how-
ever, reliable epidemiological studies on child abusers simply do not exist, 
making it impossible for anyone to compare accurately sexual abuse inside 
the Church with that occurring in the wider society.77 In any case, these 
Vatican officials, like their counterparts in the American hierarchy, skirted 
the essential point that it was the covering up of abuse that created a scan-
dal, not the abuse itself.
 Like many American bishops, Vatican officials also appeared to em-
ploy projection to externalize blame for the crisis onto forces outside the 
Church, particularly the media.78 The intensity of their language exceeded 
even that of U.S. bishops. Archbishop Julian Herranz, for example, sug-
gested that some media outlets intended to “sully the image of the church 
and the Catholic priesthood, and to weaken the moral credibility of the 
magisterium.”79 It is difficult to imagine what could detract more effec-
tively from the moral credibility of the Catholic Church than its hierar-
chy’s complicity in the sexual abuse of thousands of minors. Oscar Andres 
Cardinal Rodriguez Maradiaga of Honduras, once thought to be another 
papal contender, accused the American press of persecuting the Catholic 
Church in ways similar to Nero, Diocletian, Hitler, and Stalin.80 Further, 
he blamed the Jews for the scandal, a disturbingly anti-Semitic charge for 
which there is no evidence.81

Church Teachings Relevant to Clericalism

Catholic teachings regarding the ontological change occurring in a priest 
at the moment of ordination, and the apostolic succession of bishops, can 
be harnessed by the narcissistic priest or bishop to fuel the grandiosity and 
entitlement associated with clericalism.

Ordination and Ontology
The Church holds that when a man receives the sacrament of Holy Orders 
and is ordained a priest, an ontological change occurs. He literally no 
longer is the man he was prior to ordination. Rather, the essence of his 
being is changed so that he becomes an alter Christus, another Christ.82 
Theologians and Church historians have argued about the literalness of 
the ontological change associated with ordination. Some commentators 
on the priesthood assert that Vatican II recast the role of the priest, deem-
phasizing claims of an inherent difference from other baptized Catholics.83 
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In this view, priests have roles to play in the Church that are different 
from but not superior to those of the laity. Monsignor Philip Murnion, 
for example, says,

There is renewed interest in discussing the “ontological change” brought 
about by ordination. . . . The person ordained to be priest is meant to 
be really different. If this is not to mean reverting to differences of 
status and privileges, to claims of prestige and acts of domination, it 
will be because we will foster a priesthood whose . . . sense of shared 
priesthood with the people, and shared ministry with men and women 
in parish ministry, enable him to help people be aware of the presence 
of Jesus in sacrament and their community, in family and work.84

 For the priest who is vulnerable to clericalist narcissism, and to the 
bishop embedded in it, the interpretation of ontological change that posits 
an actual merger with the being of Jesus Christ at the moment of ordina-
tion can support a belief that clergy are called by God to be inherently su-
perior to other human beings.85 In fact, in a reversal of intended roles, the 
clericalist bishop may come to expect that he will be served by his priests 
and the faithful of a diocese rather than living out with them mutually 
constructed service to the whole faith community. Murnion comments 
on that possibility when he says that some contemporary “priests are con-
cerned that such claims (like those related to ontological change) not en-
courage the distortion of charism (a divinely conferred gift or power) into 
the entitlements of clericalism.”86

Apostolic Succession
Apostolic succession is another concept that can be used by narcissistic 
clerics to justify their sense of entitlement to privilege, deference, and un-
questioned authority. At the most literal level of interpretation, apostolic 
succession connotes a belief that bishops are direct successors of the origi-
nal Apostles, who in turn are viewed as Christ’s choices to lead a Church; 
it depicts bishops who are ordained in an unbroken line by the laying on 
of hands, bishop to bishop, from the Apostles until today.87 Some modern 
biblical scholars find no credible evidence for the notion of apostolic suc-
cession as a historically accurate paradigm.88 Rather, it seems more suitable 
as a metaphor applied to the bishop as a disciple of Christ who carries 
particular pastoral and educational duties deriving from Christ’s ministry 
and the propagation of that ministry through the Apostles and other early 
disciples. Walter Cardinal Kasper, president of the Pontifical Council for 
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Promoting Christian Unity, for example, is quoted by Fr. Richard John 
Neuhaus as saying of apostolic succession: “This is not a succession in the 
linear sense, where one office-bearer follows another; rather, new members 
are co-opted and integrated into the apostolic college with its mission that 
is carried on from age to age.” Neuhaus himself believes in apostolic suc-
cession but thinks the bishops have distorted their roles through clerical-
ism: “And so in the bishops we are to see the apostles, whose successors 
they are, in distressing disguise . . . reinforced by a culture of clericalism 
in which bishops and priests, and especially priests who would be bishops, 
tacitly assume that they are the Church which it is the purpose of the laity 
to keep in business.”89

 Clericalism is not unique to the Catholic priesthood and brotherhood 
of bishops. In the secular world, it manifests as an elite professionalism 
that demands deference and certain entitlements based on status or rank 
rather than performance. Medicine, the military, academia, and my own 
field of psychoanalysis all have been characterized as vocations infected 
with the rot of secular clericalism. It is interesting to note, in fact, that 
the substantive democratization of psychoanalysis that occurred over the 
past two decades was in part influenced by the resuscitation of trauma 
as an acknowledged factor in adult psychopathology and by the infusion 
of women into the halls of psychoanalytic power. Concomitantly, psy-
choanalytic writing about treating traumatized patients, especially adult 
survivors of childhood sexual abuse, emphasized the negative impact on 
those treatments of perceived arrogance and assumed power on the part 
of the analyst.

All Bishops Are Not Clericalists

At the same time that clericalism exists in other fields, all bishops are not 
clericalists. A good number of them have lived out recognition that def-
erence and true authority cannot be demanded from anyone but rather 
must be authorized and constantly reauthorized by the faith community 
served by any bishop. Bishop Paul Bootkoski of the Diocese of Metuchen, 
New Jersey, exemplifies a prelate seemingly immune from clericalism.
 I interviewed Bootkoski, who is called Bishop Paul, in 2002. His 
chancery is in a closed Catholic high school and is modestly appointed. He 
is on a first-name basis with his staff and eats lunch in the cafeteria with 
other employees. When I asked him why he was made a bishop, Bishop 
Paul responded that it was because his name ended in “ski,” suggesting 
that Pope John Paul II liked appointing a Polish bishop. The bishop’s ca-
pacity to poke fun at himself implied a confidence and warmth that made 
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him approachable. Aware that a vulnerability to clericalism accompanies 
elevation to the bishop’s chair, Bootkoski dines regularly with old friends 
who “knew him when,” call him Paul, and can tease him about any signs 
of budding elitism.
 Bishop Paul has met with numerous survivors, recognizes their suf-
fering, and apologizes to them for the abuse. He urges them “not to let 
what happened to them get between them and their God.” Unlike many 
other bishops, Bootkoski has victims and members of survivors groups on 
the diocesan advisory board that examines sex abuse claims.90 Also, unlike 
many bishops appointed by John Paul II who came to their chanceries 
from other administrative positions and who had little, if any, pastoral 
background, Bishop Paul spent most of his career as a pastor. As a uni-
versity chaplain, he developed an appreciation of the issues young people 
confront and, as a suburban pastor, he was close to the joys, sorrows, and 
tensions families encountered over time. Perhaps because of these pastoral 
experiences, Bootkoski hesitates to exclude individuals from the Church. 
Rather, he tries to reach out to people, especially those who may feel alien-
ated from Catholicism.91

 Bootkoski seems to have a sense of proportion about himself and 
his position. He does not always wear clerical dress in his spare time and 
chuckled about his civilian outfit attracting Cardinal Law’s attention at 
one USCCB meeting. Coming into the hotel in “civvies,” Bishop Paul was 
at the bottom of an escalator Cardinal Law was riding. When Law saw 
him, he said in a somewhat scolding tone, “Bishop Bootkoski, you’re not 
in uniform.”
 Bootkoski’s comfort with himself apart from the accoutrements of his 
ecclesiastical position suggests that he may continue to avoid the pitfalls of 
clericalism while serving his diocese, most of all, as a pastor. Other bish-
ops, more caught up in clericalism than Bootkoski, might review Jesus’ 
admonition to the Pharisees (Luke 11:42–44), the hierarchy of that day:

But woe to you, Pharisees! For you tithe mint and rue and herbs of all 
kinds, and neglect justice and the love of God; it is these you ought to 
have practiced, without neglecting the others. Woe to you Pharisees! 
For you love to have the seat of Honor in the synagogues and to be 
greeted with respect in the marketplaces. Woe to you! For you are like 
unmarked graves, and people walk over them without realizing it.
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Chapter  10

Perpetrators, Priests,  
People in the Pews

Perpetrators: Who Were They?

A discussion of abusive priests is burdened with the same handicap inher-
ent in any attempt to generalize about sexual offenders. In truth, none of 
us knows very much about sexual predators because the majority of them 
never are identified. What we do know is based on research with offenders 
who have come to the attention of either the mental health or the criminal 
justice systems. This is a biased sample—a grouping of individuals who 
may or may not represent the wider universe of the population being con-
sidered. In referring to studies of these biased samples, therefore, we must 
be cautious in assuming that they validly inform us about sexually trans-
gressive priests. Richard Sipe, for example, feels that priests represent men 
who live in a culture different than the general population and cannot be 
compared with other sexual offenders.1 On the other hand, Karen Terry, 
primary researcher for a study of abusive priests and expert in the area 
of sexual offenders, feels that there is no reason to conclude that abusive 
priests differ significantly from other men who abuse.2 With these consid-
erations in mind, we turn to available data to discuss abusive priests.

Empirical Data on Abusive Priests
Since discussions about offending priests take place amid murky scientific 
data, it is helpful to begin with the most solid empirical information avail-
able. In this section, I use the findings of The Nature and Scope of the Prob-
lem of Sexual Abuse of Minors by Catholic Priests and Deacons in the United 
States: A Research Study Conducted by the John Jay College of Criminal Justice 
(hereafter called the John Jay Study), commissioned by the United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops to capture descriptive data on the sexual 
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abuse of children by Catholic priests between 1950 and 2002.3 Some of 
these findings are augmented by the Report on the Implementation of the 
Charter for the Protection of Children and Young People (hereafter called the 
2004 Study), which included information about sexual abuse reported in 
the calendar year 2004.4 Because the John Jay Study encompasses data 
only through the end of 2002 and the 2004 Study covers only calendar 
year 2004, there are no data for calendar year 2003.

Number of Abusing Priests
 John Jay researchers concluded that 4,392 priests were credibly ac-
cused of sexual abuse of minors between 1950 and 2002.5 During 2004, 
another 411 priests were newly credibly accused of abuse.6 If we assume 
that a similar number of offenders were newly identified in 2003, the year 
with no reported data, it suggests that between 1950 and 2004, at least 
5,214 Roman Catholic priests were credibly accused of sexually abusing a 
minor. This accounts for approximately 4.75 percent of the priesthood.
 These numbers are probably low for a variety of reasons. Two percent 
of diocesan priests and 20 percent of religious priests were not included 
in the John Jay Study.7 In the 2004 Study, 7 percent of dioceses and ep-
archies (Eastern rite equivalents of dioceses) and 29 percent of religious 
communities failed to provide data.8 Therefore, there is some undercount-
ing of abusive priests in both studies. In addition, data collection in each 
depended on the willingness and ability of bishops and provincial supe-
riors to self-report all pertinent information. Given the historical reluc-
tance of many bishops to face squarely sexual abuse within their dioceses, 
it is possible that some bishops withheld relevant information. Further, 
some bishops over the years had successfully intimidated victims or their 
families from following through on sexual abuse complaints, so no records 
would exist in these cases. Moreover, record keeping was sloppy in some 
chanceries and provincial offices, raising the probability that some allega-
tions were not available to be counted. Finally, it is almost certain that 
some victims have not yet, and may never, report their victimizations. The 
John Jay Study determined, in fact, that less than 13 percent of allegations 
were made in the years they occurred and more than 25 percent were 
lodged more than thirty years after the reported abuse began.9

Geographic Distribution of Abusers
 Sexual abuse of minors by priests occurred at similar rates nationwide, 
suggesting that sexual abuse was not confined to urban areas or to areas 
of the country considered to be particularly sexually liberal or especially 
sexually conservative.10
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 In 2005, a controversy over the geographical distribution of clergy 
abuse erupted between conservative Pennsylvania Senator Rick Santorum 
and other politicians over remarks made by Santorum in 2002. Santorum, 
a staunch Roman Catholic, had suggested that the Archdiocese of Boston 
had a particularly egregious sexual abuse problem because of Boston’s lib-
eral culture. He was quoted as saying, “When the culture is sick, every ele-
ment of it becomes infected. While it is no excuse for this scandal, it is no 
surprise that Boston, a seat of academic, political and cultural liberalism 
in America, lies at the center of the storm.”11 Alan Cooperman, reporter 
for the Washington Post, pointed out that although Boston was among the 
top ten dioceses in terms of percentage of abusive priests, the Diocese of 
Covington, Kentucky, had the highest percentage of alleged abusers while 
in San Francisco, surely a city known for liberal attitudes toward sexuality, 
only 1.6 percent of the priesthood had been reported as abusive between 
1950 and 2002.12

Perpetrators by Year of Ordination
 The percentage of priests who allegedly abused minors varied by year 
of ordination. According to the John Jay Study, the approximate percent-
age of all priests ordained in a given year that were credibly accused of 
abuse were:

Ordination Year Accused1

19602-1962 6.0

1963 8.0
1964 7.5
1965, 1966 8.0
1967 7.5
1968 8.0
1969 7.0
1970 8.0
1971, 1972 6.0
1973 9.0
1974 8.0
1975 9.0
1976, 1977, 1978, 1979 6.0
1980 7.0
1981 5.0

 1. The John Jay study included a graph of ordination but exact percentages were not reported. 
Approximates based on the graph are used here.
 2. Data were not available prior to 1960.

Ordination Year Accused1

1982 6.0
1983 5.0
1984 3.0
1985, 1986 4.0
1987 3.0
1988, 1989 4.0
1990 3.0
1991 2.0
1992 1.0
1993 2.0
1994 1.0
1995, 1996 2.0
1997 1.0
1998 2.0
1999, 2000 1.0
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 The percentages from 1984 to the present are likely to be understated 
given the age at which priests first begin to abuse (see below) and con-
sidering the length of time it often takes for victims to come forward to 
report their abuse. On the other hand, seminaries began psychological 
evaluations of candidates in the 1980s, perhaps screening out at least some 
potential abusers.13 There also are data on sexual abuse in the wider society 
suggesting that there has been some decline in the incidence of abuse since 
1990, perhaps due to increased cultural awareness of and thus vigilance 
about childhood sexual abuse, as well as due to the concomitant early 
detection and incarceration of more offenders.14

 It is startling to see that from 1963 through 1980 the percentage of 
abusing priests per ordination class never fell below close to 6.0 and, in 
some years, rose to 9.0. Eleven percent of the 1983 ordination class work-
ing in the Diocese of Los Angeles were alleged to have abused minors.15 
Therefore, we would expect to see increases in the percentage of abusive 
priests in ordination classes after 1980, even if they do not reach previous 
heights.

Dates of Birth
 In the John Jay Study, almost two-thirds of abusive priests were born 
before 1940; almost 90 percent before 1950.16 They grew up in a time of 
sexual repression in the wider society and, especially, in Catholic com-
munities. In Catholic families and schools, children learned that sex was 
dangerous and sinful unless it occurred in marriage. Normal developmen-
tal sexual activities, like masturbation and sexual fantasy, were deemed 
sinful, and so the Catholic child and adolescent had no help processing 
and learning adaptive expressions of their emerging sexuality. In addition, 
priests born prior to 1950 often entered minor seminaries at fourteen or 
fifteen years of age, preparing for a celibate life as they had just moved 
through puberty and before they had grown into a mature psychosexual-
ity. When some priests from these age cohorts acted out sexually, they may 
have chosen minors who were experienced as psychosexual equals.

Age of Priest at First Incident of Offense
 In the John Jay Study, the average age of a priest at his first reported 
incidence of sexual abuse was thirty-nine.17 That age rose from thirty-eight 
in the 1950s to forty-eight in 2002.18 Prior to the study, conventional wis-
dom held that priests tended to abuse shortly after ordination when they 
left the protected environment of the seminary and were out in parishes 
running youth activities.
 The John Jay results need further analysis but they suggest that priests 
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may have begun to abuse only after a decade or more of ordained priest-
hood. Perhaps priests at that point in their careers more fully realized 
what they had sacrificed in choosing a celibate life. Many male relatives 
and parishioners of similar age would have established careers and family 
lives that perhaps stimulated the priest’s envy and disillusionment with his 
own situation. Psychosexually immature and sexually inexperienced, some 
priests may have sexually appropriated young people in an enactment of 
anger, envy, and sense of inadequacy as a man in society, and in order to 
achieve a subjective sense of empowerment.

History of Personal Victimization
 Only 6.8 percent of accused priests in the John Jay Study reported 
histories of childhood abuse, with just over 4 percent claiming to have 
been sexually abused as a minor.19 Researchers note that these numbers 
reflect only what was available in diocesan or provincial files and may 
understate the number of priests with abusive backgrounds. Certainly, 
these statistics defy clinical lore that the majority of sexual offenders were 
sexually violated earlier in life.20 Sexual offender researchers Hindman and 
Peters, however, studied three cohorts of sexual perpetrators in Oregon 
and found that only about 30 percent of the men divulged sexual abuse 
histories under polygraph.21 During nonpolygraphed self-reports, approxi-
mately two-thirds of the offenders reported having been sexually violated 
as children, numbers more in keeping with clinical reports.22

 While the John Jay numbers may understate the incidence of child-
hood sexual abuse among abusing priests, clinical reports may overstate 
that phenomenon. Many sexual predators are adept at eliciting sympathy 
from others and may realize that they will receive more consideration 
from law enforcement, juries, or mental health practitioners if they are 
viewed as sexual victims as well as victimizers.

Numbers of Victims per Priest
 According to the John Jay Study, 55.7 percent of credibly accused 
priests had only one victim; 26.9 percent had two or three; 13.9 percent 
had four to nine; and 3.5 percent had ten or more.23 These are prob-
ably the least credible findings of the study. First, these statistics convey 
only the number of victims who came forward to accuse a priest and 
whose allegations were recorded and turned over to researchers. We know 
that many victims never disclose their abuse, or at least never report it 
to the Church, and we can be skeptical that all accusations indeed were 
recorded and submitted to John Jay. For example, one of my patients was 
abused by her grandfather beginning at age four. When she was eight years 
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old, she told her parish pastor about the victimizations during a weekly 
Confession. The priest suggested that they talk about it more extensively 
in his rectory office and he then sexually abused her weekly from ages 
eight to twelve. Six years later, he officiated at her wedding. This woman 
never reported the priest to anyone and spoke of her violations only in 
treatment.
 In the 2004 Study, half of the new allegations were lodged against 
priests who already had been accused of sexual abuse in prior years.24 Just 
those new results would change the John Jay data, increasing the number 
of victims for up to 350 priests included in that research.
 Next, sexual predators rarely are honest about their histories as of-
fenders. Hindman and Peters, for example, found in three studies that 
sexual victimizers self-reported 1.5, 2.5, and 2.9 victims each on average.25 
Under polygraph, however, the same offenders disclosed an average of 9.0, 
13.6, and 11.6 victims respectively, four to six times the number of victims 
self-reported by the perpetrators.26 The actual number of victims of priest 
abuse in the United States between 1950 and 2004 is probably more ac-
curately estimated at forty thousand to sixty thousand minors, not just 
over eleven thousand as reported in the John Jay and 2004 studies.

Age of Victims
 Both the John Jay Study and the 2004 Study found that the majority 
of victims were abused between the ages of ten and fourteen.27 The John 
Jay Study, however, suggests that, over the decades, there was a shift to-
ward male victims reporting having been abused for the first time between 
fifteen and seventeen years of age.28 The percentage of teens violated for 
the first time in that age group rose from 26 in the 1970s to 55 in the 
1990s.29 Interestingly, however, because the average age of the priest when 
he began to abuse also increased over time, the average age difference be-
tween perpetrator and male victim seems to have remained fairly constant, 
at over twenty years. The age difference heightens the picture of sexual 
abuse as a crime of power. In most cases, it represented imposition of sex 
on a much younger male in relationship with an authority figure.
 There are a number of other perspectives to take on the apparent ag-
ing of victims at first incidence of abuse. First of all, it is possible that the 
age of victims appears to increase because older boys more quickly reach 
the developmental milestones that trigger recognition that something is 
wrong in their lives. In other words, the more recent the year of abuse, 
the more likely it is that victims who were older in that year come forward 
first because they see that their lives are developing differently from, and 
not as well as, the lives of their agemates. In this case, we would expect to 
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see the average age of first victimization decrease among 1980s and 1990s 
victims as victims who were younger in those years reach those same stages 
of life and come forward.
 It is also possible that younger boys were not as available to priests 
in later years as fewer children attended Catholic elementary schools or 
were involved in Catholic youth activities than in earlier years. Too, by 
the 1980s, parents who had troubled children—the most vulnerable to 
abuse—were relying less on Catholic priests to counsel their children 
and more on guidance counselors and psychotherapists in and out of the 
public school systems. One family I worked with in the mid-1980s, for 
example, said that, years ago, they would have taken their two boys to the 
priest to straighten them out, but now they all were in psychotherapy.
 Finally, as priests entered seminary later, their own psychosexual de-
velopment may have moved toward late adolescence rather than puberty. 
When they crossed the line with a minor, they may have felt more com-
fortable with older boys who seemed like psychological peers. I think that, 
as time goes on, the victims who were younger when they were abused in 
the 1980s and 1990s will begin to come forward as they recognize prob-
lems in their lives, realigning the findings of the John Jay Study.
 It is important to note that girls were abused most frequently at ages 
eleven to fourteen, with almost 40 percent of female victims in that age 
group.30 As with male victims, the age of abuse onset appeared to increase 
over the years, probably also because the younger female victims have not 
yet come forward.

Abusive Acts
 In the John Jay Study, most abusing priests committed acts more se-
rious than “just” touching under a victim’s clothes.31 About one third of 
abusing priests sexually penetrated their victims or engaged them in oral 
sex, both representing very serious abuse.32 Only 2.9 percent of abusing 
priests engaged solely in sex talk or pornography use; just 9 percent only 
touched over the victim’s clothes or had the victim’s touch over the cleric’s 
clothes; and only 15.8 percent stopped at touching under the clothing.33 
In the majority of cases, therefore, the victimizing priest imposed serious 
sexual violations on his victim.
 In addition, few priests sexually assaulted their victims only one time. 
Over half of reporting victims claimed to have been abused by their viola-
tor “numerous times,” while only 29 percent claim to have been abused 
just once.34 This finding argues against constructing sexual abuse by a 
priest as a momentary lapse of judgment but rather presses for viewing the 
perpetrator as dangerously likely to reabuse a young person many times.
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 Conventional wisdom has held that alcohol abuse by the perpetrator 
is often implicated in sexual victimization of a minor. In fact, however, 
the John Jay Study concluded that the abusing priest used alcohol and/or 
drugs only 21.6 percent of the time.35 Again, this militates against an as-
sumption that a priest will not abuse if he is clean and sober.

Position of Priest at Time of Abuse
 John Jay results indicate that nearly 67 percent of abusive priests were 
pastors or associate pastors; another 10 percent were resident priests.36 Al-
though all sexual abuse is terrible, sexual violation by a parish priest, who 
by virtue of his position is emplaced as “über-Father” of the members of 
his congregation, is especially egregious.

Pornography
Since the sexual abuse scandal broke open, there has been increasing me-
dia coverage of priests engaging in Internet pornography, often kiddie 
porn.37 Rev. Gary Michael Hotley of Point Loma, California, for example, 
admitted looking at Internet child porn for years and had a collection of 
child erotica and gay porn in his bedroom and in his office.38 Authorities 
found that Rev. Timothy Szott of Utica, New York, had thousands of 
child porn images on his laptop and church computers.39 Rev. Matthew 
J. Kornacki, former assistant director of continuing formation for priests 
in the Archdiocese of Philadelphia and former director of Spiritual Year 
Programs at St. Charles Borromeo Seminary, pleaded guilty to possess-
ing child pornography on his laptop computer.40 Rev. Matthew Bagert 
of Grand Prairie, Texas, had pornographic images of boys, aged four to 
fourteen, on his church computer and was charged with felonious pos-
session of child porn.41 In Austria, over ten thousand Catholics formally 
withdrew from the Church after the publicized discovery of over forty 
thousand pornographic images on computers at St. Poelten Seminary.42 
The 2004 Study indicated that nine cases or 1 percent of 2004 allegations 
were related solely to child pornography.43

 A priest’s use of pornography can carry various meanings. Sipe sug-
gests that, for some priests, pornography is a passing interest that may be 
a source of sexual education.44 Priests, if organized psychosexually at an 
adolescent level, may use pornography in an adolescent way—to learn 
about what they are not doing in “real” life and to provide masturbatory 
fantasy material. Other priests may use pornography more regularly as a 
substitute for sexual activity with others. Yet others may enter into active 
sexuality through pornography, following that with contact with men, 
women, or children. While some of the priests recently arrested for child 
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pornography possession apparently had no histories of sexually abusing 
children, others both viewed kiddie porn and molested children. Rev. Vin-
cent McCaffrey of Chicago, for example, admitted to serial molestations 
of minors and was arrested for having over four thousand images of child 
pornography.45

 In recent years, federal agencies have implemented national programs 
to detect and arrest Internet users of kiddie porn. It is likely that Catholic 
priests will continue to be identified and taken into custody in these sting 
operations.
 The John Jay Study and the 2004 Study provide descriptive data on 
abusive priests, giving us a perspective on the aggregate characteristics of 
Catholic clergy who abused minors. They were not intended to generate 
insights into the psychology of perpetrating priests. Experts in the field of 
sexual offenders offer a few theories about the personality dynamics and 
motivations of these men.

Perpetrator Dynamics
One established classification of abusers divides them into “fixated” and 
“regressed.” Fixated perpetrators are primarily drawn to children or ado-
lescents and rarely have sexual relationships with peers of either gender.46 
Regressed abusers, on the other hand, are usually heterosexual men who 
are primarily drawn to adult women as sexual partners but who, under 
sufficient external or psychological stress, regress to an earlier stage of 
psychosexual development and seek children or adolescents as sexual 
partners.47 Many priest abusers seem to represent a hybrid of these 
 categories. Men who perhaps never grew beyond an adolescent stage of 
psychosexual development themselves, they did not “regress” but rather 
may have chosen victims that were experienced as psychological peers. 
In some cases, they then became fixated on achieving a sense of power, 
esteem, and masculinity through sexual merger with and domination of 
these victims.
 Another typical classification divides perpetrators into pedophiles and 
ephebophiles; either can be fixated or regressed. Pedophiles are sexually 
attracted to prepubescent children with whom they are emotionally iden-
tified.48 Rarely do they appreciate the impact of abuse on their victims and 
can seem quite childlike themselves. Ephebophiles tend to be organized at 
an adolescent level of psychosexual development and thus seek pubescent 
young people to abuse.49 Ephebophiles who choose girls may be excited 
by purity and virginity; those who choose boys are seeking genital sex with 
a psychological agemate.50 As we have seen, many clerical ephebophiles 
probably would be deterred from having sex with a virgin, even if they 
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were themselves heterosexual. The Church’s idealization of virginity and 
female purity, coupled with the devaluation of women as potential seduc-
tresses, likely would render girls taboo as sexual objects for many priests. 
Sex with a girl therefore may have been literally unimaginable in a way sex 
with a boy was not, no matter the sexual orientation of the priest.
 Researchers and clinicians familiar with sexual offenders offer a spec-
trum of diagnostic characteristics,51 personality types,52 family patterns,53 
developmental experiences,54 and attachment capabilities55 found among 
abusive priests. Unfortunately, many priests who do not abuse anyone 
have similar profiles, making predictive diagnoses difficult.
 Central to abuse, however, is the perpetrator’s inability or unwilling-
ness to forge an empathic connection to his victim, to imagine what it is 
like to be in the victim’s shoes. Psychoanalyst Daniel Gensler cites grandi-
osity and a sense of entitlement as important factors in the abuser’s failures 
of empathy.56 These qualities are synchronous with the kind of clerical 
narcissism discussed in the last chapter.
 Throughout their formation and priestly life, many abusive priests 
simultaneously were deprived and instilled with a sense of grandiose en-
titlement. On the one hand, they were deprived of relational intimacy 
and sexual succor. At the same time, they were trained to believe that they 
were called to a more spiritually meaningful vocation than other men and 
women and, thus, were entitled to deference. Often, they were allowed 
to operate beyond the law as when they were given a pass for speeding 
or even drunk driving. Within the Church, they were the law, and the 
laity, including young people, were expected to obey them. Some priests, 
perhaps predisposed to pathological narcissism, may have felt entitled to 
use young people to soothe themselves. These men attended to their needs 
and insecurities by using children and adolescents without any empathic 
understanding of their impact on the young people or on their families.
 It is frustrating but true that sexual offenders are a heterogeneous 
group who often seem to resemble nonabusers more than they do each 
other. No matter how well seminaries and religious orders screen their 
applicants, there will be child abusers in the future. It requires the entire 
community of bishops, priests, and laity to identify and intervene in the 
sexual violation of the Church’s young. In the past, that wider community 
has been part of the problem much more than part of the solution.

“Omertà” in the Priesthood

It is not unusual for fellow seminarians or brother priests to sense some-
thing amiss in a colleague before anyone else does. Especially in the past, 
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priests lived in communities—vowed religious men still do—and had 
some sense of the personalities, habits, and relationships of other priests. 
Historically, clergy have been silent about their brethern’s suspicious be-
haviors. Like the unspoken vow of secrecy at work among the thin blue 
line of police, centuries of priests engaged in an unspoken but powerful 
“omertà” through which they maintained each other’s secrets, even if those 
involved criminal activities. Inactive priest Francis McGillicuddy puts it 
this way: “You would never even breathe that a priest would commit sex-
ual abuse. It would never be verbalized. It was unthinkable. . . . A priest’s 
loyalty to his brothers was expected, and it was sometimes enforced by 
church hierarchy. Secrets were kept. Sometimes people even kept secrets 
from themselves.”57 McGillicuddy was in seminary with Rev. Paul Shanley, 
one of Boston’s more notorius molesters, and he spent free time with Rev. 
Antonio Girardin and Rev. Thomas Lee, both of whom were accused of 
sexual abuse of minors.58 He said he never suspected any of them of sexual 
abuse until the Church scandal erupted in 2002.
 Author David Gibson describes a conversation with Rev. Robert Bull-
ock, a Boston priest who eventually signed the petition asking Cardinal 
Law to step down. In reflecting upon the abuse scandal in Boston, Bullock 
is quoted as saying: “We didn’t protect the children. They were our broth-
ers who did these things. We heard the rumors. We heard the suspicions. 
Only two or three of us spoke up at great risk to themselves. What is it 
that made us, the Boston presbyterate, to be so supine, so inert, so pas-
sive, so unwilling to react, to take risks, and to speak out?”59 One answer 
to Fr. Bullock’s question is that when priests did speak up about their 
abusive brothers, too often they suffered greater consequences than the 
perpetrators.
 Examples of this kind of response to complaints about an abusive 
priest abound. In one controversial case, Fr. James Haley of Virginia pro-
vided Bishop Paul Loverde of the Arlington diocese with evidence that 
Haley’s pastor, Jim Verrechia, was involved in a sexual affair with a mar-
ried female parishioner and also regularly visited gay pornography sites 
on the Internet.60 While nothing untoward happened to Fr. Verrechia, Fr. 
Haley was transferred to a new parish. Here, he met Fr. William Erbacher 
who showed Haley his collection of homosexual pornography featuring 
young boys. Again, Fr. Haley went to Bishop Loverde and again he was 
transferred. Although the activities of both Fr. Verrechia and Fr. Erbacher 
eventually were made public by sources other than Fr. Haley, Bishop Lov-
erde permanently suspended Haley from the Arlington diocese in 2003 
after Haley testified in a legal deposition about sexual acting out by fellow 
priests.
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 In 1997, Fr. John Conley of San Francisco reported to the diocese his 
suspicions about a “wrestling match” between a priest and a teenager and, 
with the knowledge of the diocese, described his concerns to the district 
attorney.61 Although the diocese later acknowledged that Fr. Conley was 
rightly worried about the priest’s behavior, Conley was placed on adminis-
trative leave for what were termed “unrelated behavioral problems.” It was 
only after suing the diocese for what he claimed was retaliation for report-
ing suspected child abuse that Fr. Conley was returned to his diocese as a 
priest in good standing. He received a financial settlement as well.
 A lay brother told the chancellor of the Tucson diocese in 1977 that 
he suspected that Monsignor Robert Trupia was molesting altar boys.62 
The brother, a former policeman and now a California priest, provided 
the chancery with statements from alleged victims. He was rebuked by the 
chancellor and told that such statements could get a priest into trouble. 
Trupia was suspended from the priesthood in 1991 and was arrested in 
2002 on charges that he had abused altar boys in Yuma, Arizona, in the 
1970s.
 In the early 1980s, Rev. James Gigliotti told officials in the Archdio-
cese of Philadelphia that a fellow priest, Rev. James J. Brzyski, was molest-
ing children.63 He reports that Rev. John W. Graf, then assistant chancel-
lor to John Cardinal Krol, told him to keep his mouth shut about the 
allegations, suggesting the directive came from the highest authority in the 
diocese. Although Brzyski was removed from his parish, the police were 
not informed, parishioners were not told the reason for the removal, and 
Brzyski remained a visitor in the homes of his former parishioners where 
he continued to molest children. Eventually, Brzyski left the priesthood 
and moved to Virginia where he was accused of molesting a seventeen-
year-old boy.
 Rev. Thomas P. Doyle was a priest on the fast track in the early 1980s. 
He worked with Archbishop Pio Laghi, then papal nuncio (the Vatican’s 
ambassador) to the United States. Doyle’s habitat was Embassy Row in 
Washington, D.C., where he hobnobbed with politicians and diplo-
mats from all over the world. During the Gauthe case, Doyle, Rev. Mi-
chael Peterson, president of St. Luke’s Institute where Gauthe and many 
other priests were treated after their sexual misconduct was exposed, and 
Gauthe’s lawyer, Ray Mouton, collaborated on what became known as the 
Peterson-Mouton-Doyle Report. That report was uncannily prescient in 
depicting the scope and likely consequences of the sexual abuse of young 
people by priests in the United States.
 By the end of 1985, every American bishop leading a diocese had been 
sent a copy of the report. While the bishops ignored the content of the 
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report, Doyle was duly noted for his role in writing it. He lost his job in 
the nuncio’s office and moved to the Air Force as a chaplain. Since then, 
Doyle has worked tirelessly on behalf of victims here and abroad—of-
fering plaintiffs’ attorneys invaluable insights into the inner workings of 
the Church, testifying for victims, encouraging laypeople to challenge the 
failures of the Church to protect the young.
 Several months before he was to retire from the military, Doyle was 
severed from his position and therefore from a higher military pension 
by Archbishop Edwin F. O’Brien of the Archdiocese for the Military Ser-
vices.64 The dismissal followed Doyle’s disagreement with several policies 
advocated by O’Brien. O’Brien did not meet with Doyle before or after 
terminating his chaplaincy nor was Fr. Doyle given the opportunity to 
explain himself.65 Many believed Doyle was being punished for his out-
spoken criticism of the hierarchy’s response to the sexual abuse crisis.
 After leaving the armed forces, Doyle settled in the D.C. area. Theo-
dore Cardinal McCarrick refused to extend faculties to Fr. Doyle, depriv-
ing him of the right to function as a priest in the Archdiocese of Washing-
ton. Neither Doyle nor his Dominican provincial superior feels that any 
other American bishop would extend faculties to him either.
 Tom Doyle is warm; he is generous and generative; he is very funny; 
he is smart. It is clear that he is courageous. His immersion in trauma also 
is etched in his face and reflects in his eyes. In short, Tom Doyle is a priest. 
Many crossing his path recognize him as a “friend of God and prophet.”66 
Elizabeth Johnson defines a friend of God as someone who enters “into a 
mutual relationship with God, freely, with trust and affection; . . . caring 
passionately about what God cares about.”67 Being a prophet, according 
to Johnson, “is to raise your voice in criticism against injustice. . . . In the 
worst moments, being a prophet also means to comfort others with words 
of hope. . . . [B]eing a prophet means, as Jesus said, being without honor 
in your own country and among your own people.”68 Tom Doyle, friend 
of God and prophet, broke “omertà” and has been cast out by the bishops 
who seem terrified that the truths he tells threaten their power. He is an 
exemplar of the consequences historically visited upon priests who spoke 
out about a brother priest’s misbehavior, even when the activity in ques-
tion was the sexual violation of a minor child.

People in the Pews

While many Catholic laypeople truly never suspected that their priest 
was sexually victimizing minors, and others spoke up forcefully long ago, 
still others enabled the abuse. Some Catholic men and women must have 
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turned a blind eye to signs that a priest’s behavior with a minor was odd 
or inappropriate. For example, it is difficult to believe that a housekeeper 
who saw Father regularly take a boy upstairs to his room in the rectory 
would not have a tinge of discomfort or doubt about that behavior. Simi-
larly, lay teachers or nuns whose students were taken from their classrooms 
by priests at irregular times and returned in somewhat different emotional 
or cognitive states must have had a passing sense of something being awry. 
Other laity, sometimes even the parents of victims, refused to believe re-
ports of sexual abuse and supported the priest at the expense of the victim. 
The laity’s collusion with their domination by the clergy, even when that 
involved sexual violation of a minor, bespoke both cultural and spiritual 
dynamics.
 The parents of most of the victims of priestly sexual abuse taking place 
in the 1960s, 1970s, and early 1980s were raised at the tail end of what Eu-
gene Kennedy calls the “Brick and Mortar” stage of the American Catho-
lic Church.69 From the time of the great immigration of the mid- and late 
nineteenth century until just past the middle of the twentieth century, the 
Catholic Church flourished in America. In many cities, a Catholic’s social 
status was identified as much by parish affiliation as by street address, and 
there was reasonably friendly rivalry between parishes about being “best.” 
There was real anti-Catholicism in the country leading Catholics to be 
both protective of and defensive about their Church.
 The parish priests were the center of Catholic life and were held in 
awe by their flocks, especially the women. Not infrequently there was a 
cadre of parish women who covertly but intensely competed with each 
other over which one of them had Father to dinner or about whose apple 
pie he raved most. The priest often was also a source of advice and com-
fort about alcoholic husbands who drank their paychecks or hit the kids, 
or about kids who were heading in the wrong direction. Because there 
were so many priests, they were able to function as pastors to their flocks, 
playing the roles of therapist, social welfare representative, and shepherd 
to the living, the troubled, the sick, the dying, and the dead.
 In addition to the loyalty and affection he earned through perfor-
mance of pastoral functions, the priest on the altar was revered as Christ’s 
delegate on earth. Through the spiritual gifts received at ordination, the 
priest brought the living presence of Jesus into the lives of his parishioners 
every week in ways only he could. He also delivered the Word of God to 
the minds and hearts of a community of faithful taught to be passively 
receptive and obedient to his teachings.
 To question the integrity of a priest was unthinkable to most Catho-
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lics of the “Brick and Mortar” Church. Rather, the obvious failings of a 
priest, such as a tendency to drink too much or to snap at children run-
ning across the freshly cut lawn of the rectory, were excused or denied by 
many members of the congregation. If Catholic parents or other parish-
ioners had an uncomfortable feeling about a priest’s relationship with a 
minor, they were likely to feel badly about themselves for allowing such 
suspicions to enter their minds. In this way, they were not much different 
from most people in society confronted with the possibility that someone 
they knew was sexually abusing a child. For Catholics, however, society’s 
typical denial of the sexual victimization of children was enhanced by the 
deeply felt need to think only the best about Father and by the demands 
for loyalty placed on laity by a clericalist caste.
 Sadly, when and if parents or parishioners did complain about a 
priest, they could expect to be scolded by priests and shunned by fel-
low parishioners. For example, when the Gastal family of Louisiana went 
public with Fr. Gilbert Gauthe’s abuse of their son, Scott, in the sexual 
abuse case that ushered in the current crisis, so many members of the 
small community stopped buying from Glenn Gastal’s feed store that he 
was forced to close it down.70 When Elizabeth Evarts and the Hanson 
family of Phoenix went to court over Fr. Mark Lehman’s molestations of 
their daughters, both families had their tires slashed and received death 
threats.71 They also were confronted in court by their fellow parishioners 
and pastor, who openly supported the offending priest. One parishioner 
called Patty Hanson, mother of two victims, a “blasphemous bitch” when 
they met on the street.72 After Fr. Lehman was sentenced to ten years of 
prison in a plea-bargain arrangement, a number of parishioners threw a 
farewell party for him.73

 While it may be understandable in some intellectually abstract way 
that Catholics maintained blind faith in their clergy until 2002 when the 
sexual abuse crisis blew open, it is seemingly less comprehensible that, 
even now, sizable numbers of Catholics defend sexually abusive priests.
 When William Cardinal Keeler of Baltimore published the names of 
fifty-six priests accused of sexual abuse in his archdiocese, parishioners at 
St. Mark’s Church in Catonsville learned that six of them had served in 
their parish.74 Some parishioners appreciated Keeler’s openness but oth-
ers like Cindy Keenan equivocated, saying, “Everybody seems like they’re 
jumping on the bandwagon. And you know what? I don’t think we should 
judge.”75 Another St. Mark parishioner, Marion Rupertus, said of one of 
the priests, “He was a good pastor. We all commit sins, and we all hope 
God will forgive us.”76 In these cases, lay Catholics may value forgiveness 
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at the expense of accountability. While a criminal can be forgiven spiritu-
ally for his offenses, society must at the same time hold him and his abet-
tors accountable for the crime(s) committed.
 In 2004, Rev. Michael Benham was removed from ministry because 
of credible sexual abuse allegations that he had abused a minor in the 
1970s when he was a priest at St. John Neponk Church in Racine, Wis-
consin.77 John Moe, a parishioner at one of Fr. Benham’s later assign-
ments, responded, “I was stunned and saddened. . . . But I don’t expect to 
block him out of my life. I believe in forgiveness and I have no reason to 
suspect that he did any of that activity here.”78 Marie, a parishioner from 
St. Lucy’s in the Archdiocese of Philadelphia, commented that you cannot 
know if all the accusers were telling the truth, “People lie, and papers lie, 
and who even knows?”79 Even more startling was the response of a Polish 
parish in New Britain, Connecticut, when a visiting Polish priest, Rev. 
Roman Kramek, was arrested and confessed to having intercourse with a 
seventeen-year-old girl he had been asked to counsel after she was raped 
by someone else.80 Not only did parishioners at Sacred Heart Church in 
New Britain raise bail money for Fr. Kramek, a number of laypeople and 
their pastor cast aspersions on the rape victim.81 Sacred Heart’s pastor, Rev. 
Paul Wysocki, called the victim a tramp and suggested that her accusations 
were fueled by a desire for money.82 Although Wysocki’s comments were 
condemned by then Hartford Archbishop Daniel Cronin, parishioners 
like Grazyna Pominanowska were not convinced that Kramek’s confes-
sion meant he actually committed the crime.83 Pominanowska said, “We 
don’t know in what to believe. . . . The press writes a lot about this case, 
but they may be passing on the wrong information. They make us believe 
what they want, but we simply want to know the truth.”84

 One sees the power of denial at work in these statements. Denial 
walks hand in hand with sexual abuse, wherever that abuse occurs. The 
perpetrator almost always denies what he has done and certainly denies 
the consequences for the victim. Victims too often deny their victimiza-
tions for long periods of time and tend to deny the meaning sexual abuse 
has in their lives. Mothers in incestuous families and people who just 
hear or read about a child being abused often respond first with denial or 
minimization.
 In part, denial is related to our unwillingness to think that we, or 
those we love, could be vulnerable to abuse. We all would prefer to think 
that it could never happen to us or to our children because we would not 
let it happen. So, if we hear about sexual abuse, the first temptation is to 
say that it could not have happened—especially if we know and like the 
accused perpetrator. When Olan Horne of Lowell, Massachusetts, came 
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forward about being sexual abused by Rev. Joseph Birmingham, later rec-
ognized as a serial abuser, one fellow parishioner spit at him and said, “I 
knew Birmingham. This didn’t happen.”85 The second temptation is to 
rationalize that if it happened, the young person or his or her caretakers 
must have allowed it to happen. When Phil Saviano and other alleged vic-
tims of Rev. David Holley filed suit against the Diocese of Worcester, Mas-
sachusetts, Saviano received a fax from a parishioner saying, “You fucking 
pussies ought to let go of the past and the blow jobs you all enjoyed.”86 
Finally, we can insist that even if it happened, it does not mean something 
essential about the perpetrator and will not really have a detrimental im-
pact on the victim. We may also deny the occurrence or meaning of sexual 
abuse because we feel powerless to do anything about it and would like to 
avoid that uncomfortable feeling of powerlessness.
 I think we also deny the reality of sexual abuse because it is a heinous 
crime that raises questions about the evil that “everyperson” is capable of 
enacting. Perpetrators are one of us; they live in our midst, they father 
our children; they teach or coach our students; they are neighbors who 
walk their dogs with us; they sell us our green groceries or fix our cars or 
dry clean our clothes; they sit next to us in Church; sometimes they even 
preach to us in church and administer sacraments to us in God’s name. To 
stand in the reality of the occurrence and meaning of sexual abuse chal-
lenges all of us to examine our own potential for evil. That is a tall order 
and most of us prefer to turn away, denying that we, or anyone we know, 
ever could assault a child. History recalls that the residents of Oswiecim 
smelled the smoke of burning human bodies for years and claimed that 
they knew nothing.
 Lay denial of sexual abuse by a priest suggests yet other dynamics at 
play. Rev. Dr. Laurie Ferguson, a Presbyterian minister, and Rev. Anne 
Richards, an Episcopalian priest, both have served on clergy misconduct 
committees for their denominations. Both have been startled at the de-
nial they encountered from congregations whose pastors were credibly 
accused of misconduct—of criminally abusing a child or abrogating their 
fiduciary responsibility for adult parishioners by entering into a sexual 
relationship with them.87 Richards says that, in her experience, denial was 
most intransigent at the parish level: “Without exception, and even in the 
most dramatic cases of prolonged, egregious misconduct, the parishioners 
refused to believe that their priest had transgressed; they reacted with great 
rage and steadfastly tried to find alibis or excuses for him.”88

 Ferguson suggests that the laity’s denial of credible abuse supports 
their idealization of a pastor’s position as a perfect conduit for their own 
spiritual functioning and ultimate salvation.89 To that extent, they relin-
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quish responsibility for their own spiritual growth and relationship with 
God, turning it over to the idealized cleric. Ferguson says it so well, she is 
worth quoting at length:

In an unconscious bargain, they [the laity] traded their internal and 
independent spiritual power for a dependent relationship on a pastor’s 
faith and charisma. They idealized him as the one who really knew and 
spoke for God and, in consequence, they lived out an immature faith 
that refused to recognize any wrong doing. . . . Their reliance on the 
idea of his perfection was more compelling than the suffering of any 
one individual, particularly someone viewed as powerless, a minor, or 
a woman.90

In Roman Catholicism, the laity’s predilection to put a priest in charge of 
their soul and salvation intersected with the Church’s demand that they do 
so. Trained to, “pray, pay, and obey,” the Catholic laity was ill equipped to 
assess their priests through a mature and critical process of discernment. 
Rather, abuse went on and, when it was exposed, too many laypeople still 
refused to know.
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Chapter  11 

The Secret Is Revealed

External Factors

Sexual Abuse Acknowledged as a Social Problem
Prior to the 1980s, the sexual abuse of children and adolescents was a 
well-kept secret throughout society. It was the women’s movement of the 
1970s that dragged incest and sexual abuse into the public eye, along with 
other forms of domestic violence and crimes against women and chil-
dren. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, methodologically sound empiri-
cal studies were published indicating that approximately one third of all 
women and one fourth of all men are sexually abused prior to the age of 
eighteen.1 These studies found that young people were most often abused 
by someone they knew and trusted—a family member or someone who 
had authority over them like a camp counselor, teacher, scout leader, or 
religious leader. Researchers and clinicians developed an increasingly com-
prehensive literature elaborating short-term and long-term consequences 
of sexual abuse and outlining various treatment approaches.2 Victims of 
childhood sexual abuse began to speak about their experiences publicly, 
knowing for the first time in their lives that they were not alone.3 Talk-
show host Oprah Winfrey, a sexual abuse survivor herself, worked tire-
lessly and responsibly to publicize the after-effects of early sexual trauma 
and to support programs that protect children and help recovering adults. 
Television programs and movies like Something about Amelia, Law and 
Order: Special Victims Unit, Nuts, The Prince of Tides, Mystic River, Sleep-
ers, and The Boys of St. Vincent’s, the latter based on the clergy abuse of 
orphans at Mt. Cashel in Newfoundland, portrayed the impact of early 
sexual trauma.
 By the mid-1990s, too much data about sexual abuse had been gener-
ated for all but the most skeptical, the most naive, or the most ill intended 
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to deny that the sexual exploitation of minors has been a social problem of 
substantial magnitude. The social milieu was ripe to take seriously a sexual 
abuse scandal like the one unfolding within the Catholic Church.

Therapists Replace Confessors
Psychiatrists and psychoanalysts have seen patients since the late 1800s, 
but psychotherapy for a long time was limited to a relatively small seg-
ment of the population who could afford the time and money it required 
and who believed in its efficacy. It was not until after World War II that 
psychologists, clinical social workers, and other mental health profession-
als were able to obtain state licenses enabling them to make therapy avail-
able to more people. Concurrently, state and local community mental 
health centers and substance abuse treatment clinics sprung up offering 
low-cost mental health services to even more individuals.
 At the same time that psychotherapy resources were expanding, priests 
were in shorter supply and were aging as a group. In increasing numbers 
of parishes, priests simply were not available to give ongoing advice or 
counseling to parishioners; other clerics, years older than many of their 
flock, were not perceived to be acceptable helping professionals. As one 
acquaintance in her forties told me, “My mother would rather die than see 
a therapist; she brought all her problems to our priest—when she brought 
them anywhere at all. I would rather die than talk about my life with a 
priest but never miss an appointment with my shrink.” This move from 
priests to therapists was rapid, taking less than one generation and mark-
edly dividing postwar Catholic parents from their children. A corollary 
of the shift was a weakening of the power of priests in the internal lives 
of enough parishioners such that, when the sexual abuse scandal broke in 
2002, a critical mass of Catholics paid attention to it.

Changing Views of Authority
“Brick and Mortar” Catholics for the most part bowed to both secular and 
religious authorities, generally trusting leaders in both realms to conduct 
themselves with integrity. The World War II generation had given their 
youths to a war believed to be just and necessary. When they came home, 
many joined companies or unions that promised lifelong job security and 
a pension later in life. The government offered them GI loans for college 
and low interest rates on home mortgages. Within their faith, we have 
seen that Catholics of this era (and older) were prepared to “pray, pay, and 
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obey,” trusting that their bishops, cardinals, and pastors were decent and 
honest. Of course there were Catholics who were cynical about the clergy 
even then, but the majority of the laity lived their lives according to the 
teachings of Church authorities.
 The children and grandchildren of that generation forged a very dif-
ferent relationship with authority. Living through the deceptions of the 
military during Vietnam, Watergate, Ford’s pardon of Richard Nixon, the 
Iran-Contra scandal, Whitewatergate, and 9/11, Americans in their fif-
ties and younger had less faith than their elders in the trustworthiness of 
national leaders. Similarly, as technology changed the needs of the work-
force, job security became a memory. Finally, scandals at companies like 
Archer Daniels Midland, Enron, and WorldCom convinced many citizens 
that business leaders were no more reputable than politicians. And Catho-
lics, as we have seen, experienced a watershed moment in their faith when 
Pope Paul VI issued Humanae Vitae. The laity de facto deprived the insti-
tutional Church of its authority to instruct them in matters of morality, 
and, by the turn of the new century, most Catholics formed their moral 
choices based more on personal belief and experience than on Church 
instructions.4 By 2005, fewer than 20 percent of Catholics felt that the 
Church should have the final say on the use of artificial contraception 
and fewer than one third thought the Church was the final authority on 
abortion.5

 The sexual abuse crisis further challenged the Church’s hierarchi-
cal power structure. Paul Dokecki quotes Eugene Kennedy and Sarah 
Charles’s treatment of authority and authoritarianism:

The [sexual abuse crisis] derives in a major way from the fact that 
hierarchies don’t work anymore, if they ever really did. . . . This is 
because we are in an age of space exploration, technology, and instant 
worldwide communication that guarantees the failure of hierarchical 
authoritarianism’s attempts to constrain and control knowledge and 
information and to deny mature people a role in organizational 
decisionmaking.6

American Catholics influenced by new views of power relationships were 
less likely to submit to the prelates’ explanations for the crisis or glib reas-
surances that Church officials would take care of everything: “Don’t worry, 
you can trust us.” Rather, they looked with skepticism at public remarks 
made by Church officials and were ready to hear more about the scandal 
in order to draw their own conclusions.
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The Media Is the Medium
Print and TV handling of the crisis from 2002 forward diverged greatly 
from the kid-gloves approach the Church had relied on for decades. Dur-
ing the “Brick and Mortar” days of the Church, the press rarely reported 
on any misbehavior by Catholic priests, much less that by bishops. In part, 
this was in keeping with the deferential media standards applied in those 
days to other professionals and public figures. One need only compare the 
media’s devotion to the Bill Clinton/Monica Lewinksy affair with their 
silence about John F. Kennedy’s dalliances with Judith Exner and others 
to note the change in journalistic standards and values. Like politicians, 
priests who drove drunk, lifted funds from the collection plate, or sexually 
acted out profited from the media’s past discretion about publicizing high 
crimes and misdemeanors committed by community figures.
 The media’s hands-off approach to the Church also stemmed from 
their fear of retaliation if they published articles critical of the Catholic 
Church. Historian and religious studies professor Philip Jenkins points 
out that diocesan officials usually were successful in prevailing upon news-
paper editors or local radio or TV media to refrain from commenting on 
a priest’s behavior, no matter how criminal it was.7 If a media outlet was 
foolish enough to defy the Church, a boycott of the publication often 
ensued. In the 1940s, a Washington, D.C., newspaper printing an article 
about an adolescent girl’s alleged abuse by nuns in a Catholic home for 
delinquents lost 40 percent of its circulation in two weeks.8 Finally, news-
paper editors were concerned that they would be labeled anti-Catholic 
if they published the crimes of priests or were critical of the Church in 
print.9

 In the early days of the Catholic sexual abuse scandal, newspapers 
still took risks in publishing articles exposing priests or criticizing bishops. 
When the Louisiana Times of Acadiana published a series of stories on the 
Gauthe case in the early 1980s, an advertising boycott was organized in 
part by Monsignor Alexander Sigur, pastor of a nearby parish. In 1985 in 
Pittsburgh, Elinor Bergholz of the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette received hate 
calls and mail, and even lost friends among Catholic colleagues, when she 
reported on a sexually abusive priest in western Pennsylvania.10 Bernard 
Cardinal Law, furious when the Boston Globe aggressively pursued the 
case of serial abuser Rev. James Porter in 1992, initially accused the secular 
media of anti-Catholic bias in blowing the case out of proportion. Law’s 
incensed response to the Globe’s coverage of the Porter story has become 
legendary: “By all means, we call down God’s power on the media, par-
ticularly the Globe.”11 By 1992, however, things had changed. God appar-
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ently decided to send his power down instead on Cardinal Law; the paper 
continued to publish and prosper, while by 2002, the cardinal was a re-
cluse in his chancery, with celebrated appearances as a deponent in sexual 
abuse cases. By the end of 2002, he had resigned as cardinal archbishop 
of Boston, in part due to the unrelenting media coverage of the scandal in 
Boston.
 An important factor in liberating newspapers and television reporters 
to pursue the Church’s sex abuse scandal was the early and continuous 
coverage of the story by the National Catholic Reporter (NCR).12 Tom Fox, 
publisher of NCR, began reporting on sexual abuse cases in 1983 and, 
positioning himself as a “loving critic of the Church,” insisted that the 
unfolding crisis be reported with both tenacity and a sense of responsibil-
ity.13 Jenkins states that NCR was the first media outlet to label correctly 
the sexual abuse of minors by priests as a problem that was nationwide, 
systemic to the Catholic Church, and a crisis in its proportions.14 Here 
was exposure of the abuse scandal and criticism of the Church, including 
the hierarchy, relentlessly pursued with integrity by the Church’s own. The 
secular media was therefore freer to report, and they did.
 Media coverage of the sexual abuse crisis gradually increased and 
spread across the United States throughout the 1990s, but it was not until 
the John Geoghan case was reported in early 2002 that newspaper, tele-
vision, and Internet attention to the scandal exploded. As the Boston pa-
pers, led by the Boston Globe, uncovered not just the extent of Geoghan’s 
abuse but, more importantly, the protection of abusive priests over decades 
by the archdiocese, papers nationwide began to investigate more closely 
instances of sexual abuse by priests in their own communities. In 2002, 
the Religion Newswriters Association voted the Catholic Church’s sexual 
abuse crisis the top story of the year.15 The association also awarded its 
“Into the Darkness Award” to the American Catholic hierarchy, naming 
it the group who that year had done the most to hide information from 
the media and the public.16 In 2002, the Globe was honored with the As-
sociated Press Managing Editor’s Freedom of Information Award and the 
Worth Bingham Prize honoring the best investigative reporting in Ameri-
can newspapers and newsmagazines.17 In 2003, the paper received the 
Selden Ring Award for Investigative Reporting and the Pulitzer Prize for 
their coverage of the Church crisis.18 In 2005, the Dallas Morning News 
received the Dallas Bar Association’s award for excellence in legal reporting 
for its series on Catholic priests around the world who were accused of 
sexual abuse but not punished by the Church.19 Far from shutting papers 
down, tough reporting on sexual abuse by priests and cover-ups by bish-
ops garnered respect and awards for the media.



196 Perversion of Power

 Until well into the 1960s, the church could influence the sales of 
books and movie tickets as well as the circulation of newspapers. Catholic 
groups like the Legion of Decency rated every film released in the United 
States, advising Catholics which movies were suitable for viewing by the 
faithful. Attending a film banned for Catholics was a sin. Many Catho-
lics of that era checked movie ratings in their diocesan newspapers or 
local parish bulletins before setting out to the movies, so filmmakers were 
cautious about the ways in which they portrayed Catholics and Catholic 
clergy. Similarly, the National Office for Decent Literature advised Catho-
lics about books that were acceptable reading material and those that were 
banned for Catholics. The Church thus influenced the way in which it was 
depicted in fact and fiction, and clergy relied on that protective climate.
 By 2002, those days were long gone and books, movies, and legiti-
mate theater productions about the scandal came out and helped spread 
the word about the crisis. Television movies like Our Fathers, based on Da-
vid France’s book by the same name, and the documentary Twist of Faith 
brought the scandal into American homes in living color. Movie theaters 
offered The Magdalene Sisters, a gut-wrenching depiction of Ireland’s resi-
dential laundries; Holy Water-Gate: Abuse Cover-Up in the Catholic Church, 
a documentary of survivor stories; and Deliver Us from Evil, another docu-
mentary about the crisis. Doubt, a Parable, an off-Broadway production 
about a young priest who may have abused a black boy in a New York 
Catholic school won rave reviews, moved to Broadway, and won a Pulit-
zer, while Martin Moran’s moving, Obie-award-winning, one-man show, 
The Tricky Part, toured the country telling of his recovery from childhood 
sexual abuse by a seminarian.
 Finally, the Internet facilitated nationwide tracking of the Catholic 
scandal. Religious communication professor Stephen O’Leary asserts, in 
fact, that the “Internet has fundamentally altered the balance that gov-
erned the relationship between media institutions and more traditional 
powers such as the Church.”20 In 2002, Bill Mitchell, online editor and 
marketing director for the Poynter Institute, a school for journalism, es-
tablished the Clergy Abuse Tracker.21 Every day, articles from media out-
lets across the country were compiled and posted for anyone following 
the crisis to read. In 2004, the National Catholic Reporter took over the 
Abuse Tracker at www.ncrnews.org/abuse. The Abuse Tracker makes clear 
the national and even international scope of the sexual abuse of minors by 
priests, rendering it more difficult for Church officials to claim that just 
a few bad apples here or there abused young people. Besides the Abuse 
Tracker, websites were set up by many groups involved in the crisis and 
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covered a spectrum of viewpoints. Catholics became inveterate bloggers, 
even referring to their many sites as St. Blog’s parish.22

 Beginning in 2002, the Catholic Church learned the hard way that 
the media was no longer malleable and that, in the age of cybercommuni-
cation and instant messaging, the Church never again could control to its 
satisfaction the flow of information about its operations.

Law and Order
Paralleling the impact of the media on the scandal, the legal system began 
to battle with the Church in ways that were beyond anyone’s imagination 
just a few decades earlier.
 In many places and for many decades, police, judges, and prosecutors 
helped the Church to keep its secrets about clergy misconduct. In the late 
1950s, for example, Manchester, New Hampshire, police were informed 
by the parents of two eighth graders that Rev. Donald M. Osgood had 
molested their children.23 The police referred the matter to then Bishop 
Matthew F. Brady and noted in their report, “Parents and the boys stated 
they would keep this in deep secrecy.”24 In Toledo, Anthony Bosch, police 
chief from 1956 to 1970, reportedly enforced an unwritten policy that no 
Catholic priests could be arrested.25 Former Toledo police officer Gene 
Fodor states that a cop would be fired if he arrested a priest, even if the 
charge involved sexual violation of a minor.26 Retired Toledo detective 
John Connors acknowledges that when he was informed by officials at a 
local Catholic high school that Rev. Dennis Gray, eventually accused of 
abusing over a dozen boys, might be molesting children at Gray’s cottage, 
he told the school administrators to keep Fr. Gray away from children 
but did not file a police report.27 Fr. Gray later left the priesthood with no 
record and became a probation officer and a public school administrator.28 
In a 2002 deposition, former Archdiocese of Boston official and former 
Brooklyn Bishop Thomas V. Daily testified that the Archdiocese of Boston 
had an understanding with local police that the Church, rather than law 
enforcement authorities, would handle priests accused of sexual abuse.29 
As recently as 2000, a West Texas prosecutor agreed to let the Church 
send a seminarian home to Spain after he admitted pulling down a boy’s 
pants and touching his buttocks.30

 By the 1980s, lawyers were representing plaintiffs in lawsuits against 
allegedly abusive priests and the dioceses that shielded them. Like the 
media, these attorneys initially were blasted by Church authorities and 
laypeople for coming after accused priests or the bishops who abetted 
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them. For example, when attorney Bruce Pasternack of New Mexico be-
gan to represent plaintiffs in lawsuits involving abusive priests, he was 
called a “money-grubbing Jew, priest-hater, and Catholic-basher.”31 One 
investigator for the Archdiocese of Santa Fe reportedly called Pasternack “a 
Jew bastard.”32 Always a disgusting slur, the anti-Semitic smearing of Pas-
ternack was particularly ironic since the cathedral in Santa Fe honors the 
Jewish merchants of the area who helped pay to finish building the edifice 
when the Catholics ran out of money.33 Pasternack did not convince his 
critics when he stated quite reasonably, “I’d sue a Buddhist monk, a Prot-
estant minister or a rabbi. I don’t have any animosity toward the Catholic 
Church. I just have animosity for people who rape children.”34 Jeff An-
derson, a Minnesota attorney who has been involved in over five hundred 
lawsuits against the Church, has received bags of hate mail.35 One writer 
called him “the scum maggot of this country,” while another insisted that 
“[w]hen the Catholic Church needs advice from a WASP, Swede, bigoted 
shyster lawyer, we’ll ask for it.”36 Outside Boston, plaintiffs’ attorney Eric 
MacLeish received bomb threats at his office, someone threatened to kid-
nap his daughter from daycare if he continued representing sexual abuse 
victims suing the Church, and a weapon was fired outside his home while 
he and his wife watched television.37

 Tenacious plaintiffs’ attorneys were instrumental in generating settle-
ments in many dioceses. By August 2005, the Church had paid out more 
than $1 billion in claims and there was no immediate end in sight.38 Law-
yers can receive up to 30 to 40 percent of the proceeds from these cases. It 
is important to note, however, that especially in the 1980s, 1990s, and into 
2002, there was no guarantee that these cases would generate any money 
at all. All the investment is up front for the lawyers who may or may not 
recoup their expenses, and not until years later when cases settle or receive 
jury awards. In Rhode Island, for example, Carl P. DeLuca, a plaintiffs’ 
attorney representing alleged survivors against the Diocese of Providence, 
borrowed and then fell behind on a $50,000 loan to keep his business 
open, bought his own home back in a tax sale, and let go of his BMW, 
office staff, and downtown Providence office.39 His colleague in the cases, 
Timothy J. Conlon, had his car repossessed and a foreclosure notice is-
sued on a summer cabin in New Hampshire.40 Eventually, the Providence 
diocese settled thirty-six claims for a total of $13.5 million.41

 Many plaintiffs’ attorneys involved in the sexual abuse scandal are or 
were Catholics whose relationships with their faith were forever changed 
by their involvement with the scandal. Richard Cappalli, another Provi-
dence attorney, was so disillusioned with the Church that he and his wife 
stopped practicing their religion.42 John Manly, a California attorney rep-
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resenting victims up and down the West Coast, wears a Miraculous Cross 
medal he received in second grade, and he continued to attend Mass dur-
ing his first case against the Church.43 He will always consider himself a 
Catholic but can no longer bear to attend Mass. He says:

But how do I explain to my children what I know and still sit in the 
pews? It’s a feeling of loss. I’m in a spiritual desert. I have two young 
ones who aren’t baptized. . . . I don’t know what to do. I have memories 
of great priests who were my teachers, my mentors. Now, I look back 
and think, “What do I do with those memories as an adult?”44

 Prosecutors, once reluctant to take on the Catholic Church, began 
grand jury investigations or other special investigations of the Church’s 
role in the sexual abuse of minors in Maine; Massachusetts; Westchester 
County, New York; Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; New Hampshire; Suffolk 
County, New York; Phoenix, Arizona; Toledo, Ohio; Ventura, Califor-
nia; and Los Angeles, California. Grand jurors and attorneys general were 
dismayed by what they learned, and they shared their findings with the 
public. In Massachusetts, Attorney General Thomas P. Reilly wrote,

The widespread abuse of children in the Archdiocese of Boston was due 
to institutional acceptance of abuse and a massive and pervasive failure 
of leadership. For at least six decades, three successive Archbishops, 
Bishops and others in positions of authority within the Archdiocese 
operated with tragically misguided priorities. They chose to protect 
the image and reputation of their institution rather than the safety 
and well being of the children entrusted to their care. They acted with 
a misguided devotion to secrecy. And they failed to break their code 
of silence even when the magnitude of what had occurred would have 
alerted any reasonable, responsible manager that help was needed. Still, 
the failure of the Archdiocese leadership has been too massive and too 
prolonged, and the Archdiocese has yet to demonstrate a commitment 
to reform proportional to the tragedy it perpetrated.45

Grand jurors in Suffolk County, New York, said about the Diocese of 
Rockville Centre:

Priests assigned to and working in the Diocese of Rockville Centre 
committed criminal acts in violation of New York State Penal Law 
Article 130, Sex Offenses, and other statutes designed to protect the 
health, safety and welfare of children. These criminal acts included, but 
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were not limited to, Rape, Sodomy, Sexual Abuse, Endangering the 
Welfare of a Child and Use of a Child in a Sexual Performance. Not 
one priest in the Diocese who knew about these criminal acts reported 
them to any law enforcement agency. The Grand Jury concludes that 
the conduct of certain Diocesan officials would have warranted criminal 
prosecution but for the fact that the existing statutes are inadequate.46

 In late 2005, a particularly scathing grand jury report was issued in 
Philadelphia. It began:

This report contains the findings of the Grand Jury: how dozens 
of priests sexually abused hundreds of children; how Philadelphia 
Archdiocese officials—including Cardinal Bevilacqua and Cardinal 
Krol—excused and enabled the abuse. . . . Some may be tempted to 
describe these events as tragic. Tragedies such as tidal waves, however, 
are outside human control. What we found were not acts of God, but 
of men who acted in His name and defiled it. . . . When we say abuse, 
we don’t just mean “inappropriate touching” (as the Archdiocese often 
chose to refer to it). We mean rape. Boys who were raped orally, boys 
who were raped anally, girls who were raped vaginally. . . . [I]n its 
callous, calculating manner, the Archdiocese’s “handling” of the abuse 
scandal was at least as immoral as the abuse itself.47

Anthony Cardinal Bevilacqua, retired cardinal archbishop of Philadelphia, 
was not just a canon lawyer but also held an American civil law degree, 
so he had to know the criminality of his abusive priests’ behavior and 
of his own in covering up the abuse. The grand jury lamented that stat-
utes of limitation prevented them from indicting the abusers or Cardinal 
Bevilacqua.48

 Attorney General Peter W. Heed of New Hampshire concluded:

Based on this evidence, the AGO (Attorney General’s Office) was 
prepared to present indictments to the Hillsborough County Grand 
Jury on December 13, 2002, charging the Diocese of Manchester with 
multiple counts of endangering the welfare of a minor in violation 
of RSA 639:3. On December 10, 2002, the Diocese entered into an 
agreement with the State that ended the criminal proceedings. With an 
understanding of the evidence obtained by the State and the elements 
required to prove a criminal violation of the New Hampshire child 
endangerment statute, RSA 639:3, I, the Diocese acknowledged that 
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the State had evidence likely to sustain a conviction against the diocese 
for child endangerment.49

In order to avoid prosecution, the Diocese of Manchester had to sign an 
agreement with the attorney general’s office in which the diocese promised 
to implement certain policies regarding sexual abuse and to submit to 
regular audits by the state.
 As in New Hampshire, former Bishop Thomas J. O’Brien of the 
Diocese of Phoenix avoided criminal indictment only by acknowledging 
that he had covered up sexual abuse by priests for decades.50 In 2003, 
Archbishop Daniel Pilarczyk of Cincinnati pleaded nolo contendere on 
behalf of the archdiocese to five misdemeanor counts of failing to report 
a felony.51 The archdiocese thus was the first U.S. diocese to be convicted 
of criminal charges in the sexual abuse crisis.52 The plea deal was reached 
after the archdiocese struggled for two years against Hamilton County 
prosecutor Michael K. Allen’s demands for documents related to sexual 
abuse by priests and occurred only as a new grand jury was to be impan-
eled to consider whether diocesan officials had covered up sexual abuse 
crimes committed by priests.53

 Bristol County, Massachusetts, District Attorney Paul F. Walsh pub-
lished the names of twenty-one priests from the Diocese of Fall River who 
had been accused of sexual abuse taking place throughout the past fifty 
years, saying that he would no longer enshroud those names in secrecy.54 
He also took former Fall River Bishop Sean O’Malley, now cardinal arch-
bishop of Boston, to task for failing to submit those names to the district 
attorney years ago, before the statute of limitations ran out on potential 
criminal prosecutions.55

 In Ventura County, California, and in Los Angeles, district attorneys 
have relentlessly pursued the release of documents related to sexually 
abusive priests in the Archdiocese of Los Angeles while Roger Cardinal 
Mahony has fought just as tenaciously to keep the documents out of the 
hands of the authorities.56 That battle was still wending its way through 
the courts in early 2006.
 Like prosecutors, judges who once might have been inclined to go 
easy on the Church often, although not always, ruled in favor of plaintiffs 
demanding the release of once-secret diocesan documents and making 
other arguments that, in turn, pushed dioceses toward settling lawsuits.57 
The Diocese of Spokane, Washington, and its bishop, William Skylstad, 
president of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB), 
were unpleasantly surprised when federal bankruptcy judge Patricia Wil-
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liams ruled that Catholic schools, churches, and parish properties, includ-
ing churches, are owned by the diocese and therefore can be liquidated 
to settle sex abuse lawsuits.58 Skylstad had argued that the property be-
longed to the individual entities rather than the diocese, and he success-
fully appealed the ruling.59 In February 2006, Spokane agreed to settle 
with seventy-five victims for $46 million. Important nonfinancial conces-
sions included Bishop William Skylstad’s concession that plaintiffs would 
be called “victims” rather than “alleged victims”; that these victims could 
return to the parishes in which they were abused, speak about their expe-
riences, and possibly confront their molesters; and that a full page of the 
diocesan newspaper would be devoted to written submissions by victims 
every month for the next three years.60 Parishes in Spokane blocked the 
settlement until each parish can calculate its share of the financial burden. 
Late in 2005, Judge Elizabeth Perris also ruled that the bankrupt Archdio-
cese of Portland, Oregon, rather than individual entities, owns its Catholic 
parishes and schools, a decision that may be affected by Spokane’s success-
ful appeal of a similar judicial ruling.61

 The Catholic Church’s sexual abuse scandal and the litigation associ-
ated with it set in relief two issues that state legislatures in many states 
began to reexamine. First, states began reconsidering statutes of limitation 
for sexual abuse as they heard testimony regarding the length of time it 
takes for victims to come forward and as grand juries around the coun-
try expressed their frustration at being hampered from indicting abusers 
and their abettors.62 Similarly, legislators in a number of states introduced 
bills adding clergy to their state’s list of professionals mandated to report 
known or suspected sexual abuse to civil authorities, although most leg-
islatures exempted information divulged in the confessional.63 These bills 
did not always pass the first time around, but the debate lifted conscious-
ness about the long-term impact of sexual abuse and the issue is likely to 
be of continuing legislative concern.64

Victim/Survivor and Advocacy Groups

Victim/survivor groups and groups that advocate for survivors play an 
important role in keeping the sexual abuse of minors by Catholic priests 
in the public eye and provide a powerful forum for the voices of survivors 
to be heard.
 The two major groups for victims/survivors are the Healing Alliance 
(formerly The Linkup) and SNAP (Survivor Network for those Abused by 
Priests). As they evolved from their beginnings in Chicago, the Linkup in-
creasingly focused on creating healing opportunities for victims/survivors 
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while SNAP was more visible as a political force. SNAP comments in the 
press on developments in the crisis, organizes grassroots efforts to change 
state laws regarding sexual abuse statutes of limitation and child abuse 
reporting responsibilities, and works with plaintiffs’ attorneys to support 
litigation against the church.
 The Linkup (www.healingall.org), claiming more than three thousand 
members, was founded in Chicago by Jeanne Miller in 1991.65 During 
most of the contemporary crisis, the group was directed by Susan Ar-
chibald, a survivor of priest abuse.66 Achibald resigned in 2006 and was 
replaced by Jonia Mariechild. In 2004, The Linkup opened The Farm, 
a thirteen-hundred-acre center offering retreats and health and wellness 
experiences that combine a number of therapeutic modalities. In 2005, 
The Linkup morphed into the Healing Alliance to connect with other 
organizations and individuals providing healing resources for survivors.67

 The philosophy of The Farm suggests that healing “means reframing 
our experience and reforming our story so that our lives are not defined by 
the past, so that we are not continually recycling our pain, and the shadow 
which has blocked our inner light gently lifts away.”68 The Farm’s mission 
statement captures a vital aspect of recovery from abuse—the individual’s 
transformation from a survivor of abuse who happens to be a person, to a 
person who happens to be a survivor of abuse. If survivors cannot eventu-
ally transcend their abuse in this way, they continue in bondage to those 
experiences, losing the fullness of their present and future as well as of 
their past. Yale theologian David Kelsey captures the notion well:

A problem with defining personal identity [as the subject of horrific 
events] is that it distorts one’s identity by binding it to the horrific 
situations in the past. The problem lies not so much with the horror as 
with the pastness. If what justifies one’s life and shows that it is indeed 
worth living is surviving a set of horrendous events, then everything 
that happens later and everything one does later must be interpreted 
and shaped by reference to those past events. One’s future is defined by, 
and so is in bondage to, an event in the past.69

 The Healing Alliance works in the present to offer to victims/survi-
vors opportunities to take physical, psychological, and spiritual steps away 
from their abusive pasts into more integrated and hopeful futures.
 SNAP (www.snapnetwork.org) was founded in Chicago in 1989 by 
Barbara Blaine, also a survivor of priest abuse.70 Since then, it has grown 
into a national network with over seven thousand members. Today, Bar-
bara Blaine continues as president of SNAP while David Clohessy, another 
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priest abuse survivor, serves as national director. Their mission statement, 
printed on their website, states that they want to end the cycle of abuse 
(1) “by supporting one another in personal healing” and (2) “by pursuing 
justice and institutional change by holding individual perpetrators respon-
sible and the church accountable.”71

 SNAP’s strength is the sophisticated public relations and political 
strategies it has developed to keep the Catholic sexual abuse crisis in the 
public eye, to keep the pressure on bishops to respond appropriately to 
sexual abuse by priests, and to lobby for legislative changes in state report-
ing laws and statute of limitation parameters. In addition to listing their 
press releases and official statements on their website, Blaine, Clohessy, 
and a few other figures in SNAP are routinely quoted in the media as 
they respond to news related to the Catholic scandal.72 SNAP members 
at times picket and leaflet churches and secular locales in order to reach 
out to survivors who still may suffer in silence, educate local church and 
secular communities about developments in their area, focus media atten-
tion on specific news concerning the sexual abuse crisis in a given area, 
and warn communities about predators living in their midst.73 They also 
draw attention to bishops and priests who they feel are particularly sup-
portive of sexual abuse victims and of reforms, within the church and in 
the secular world, needed to protect children.74 In the legislative arena, 
SNAP has worked toward abolishing or at least lengthening the statutes 
of limitations that apply to child abuse.75 Without SNAP’s relentless and 
highly successful publicizing of developments in the Catholic sexual abuse 
scandal as well as their support for thousands of survivors who without 
SNAP may never have come forward, it is unlikely that the crisis would 
have remained as prominent in the public square as it has since 2002.
 My own concerns about SNAP relate to their outreach to victims. 
While they run support groups for survivors all over the country, their ap-
proach to healing is not clear. Beyond giving survivors a place to tell their 
stories, SNAP does not seem to offer an integrated, professionally sup-
ported program survivors can use to begin to move through their abuse is-
sues. Not only is there nothing as integrated and professionally assisted as 
the Healing Alliance, their support groups do not incorporate tried-and-
true self-help techniques like AA’s sponsorship tradition that provides new 
members with specific mentors and a stepped approach to healing. Re-
peated airing of abuse stories and current struggles, without concomitant 
processes to integrate and detoxify abuse-related memories and emotions, 
unfortunately can be retraumatizing to many survivors, potentially mir-
ing them in disruptive affects. While hundreds of victims feel that SNAP 
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has given them a new lease on life, others perceive themselves as used in 
the organization’s sociopolitical efforts or deem the group too focused 
on anger rather than healing.76 Paul Schwartz of Kansas, for example, is 
quoted as saying, “Every conversation I’ve ever had with SNAP is, ‘Oh, 
we’re going to bring [the church] down.’ How’s that going to help me? 
The Catholic Church did not cause my anger and rage, the abuse did.”77

 It is difficult for any organization successfully to combine healing ef-
forts with energetic and aggressive political confrontation and advocacy. 
SNAP might want to consider dividing itself into a recovery division and 
a reform division, each run by different leaders. In that way, each division 
could consult with advisors and devise the programs best suited for what 
are, in fact, quite different and sometimes contradictory agendas.
 Both SNAP and the Healing Alliance have been criticized for accept-
ing money from plaintiffs’ attorneys. The Healing Alliance also has taken 
donations from Catholic dioceses and religious orders.78 Mitchell Garabe-
dian, a Boston plaintiffs’ attorney, told Forbes that such a “symbiotic al-
liance [between victims groups and lawyers] made [him] squeamish.”79 
Some survivors feel that such donations enhance public perceptions that 
victims are just out to get money from the Church.80 SNAP insists that 
it does not refer survivors to specific lawyers, but because of the amount 
of money potentially available to lawyers representing sexual abuse sur-
vivors, the appearance of impropriety or of excessive coziness between 
victim groups and attorneys is problematic.81 One way to address these 
issues is for the groups to be transparent about their finances, publishing 
yearly, audited financial statements on their websites. Both the sources of 
funding and the expenditures of the organizations should be detailed, and 
relevant policy statements—like attorney referral directives—should be 
highlighted. Since the victims/survivors groups have led the way in rightly 
demanding transparency from the Church in dealing with sexual abuse of 
minors by priests, they have a heightened responsibility to put, quite liter-
ally, their own money where their mouths are.
 In addition to groups of victims and survivors, the Catholic scandal 
gave birth to groups established to advocate for victims, to organize and 
disseminate information about the crisis, to support healing, and to pres-
ent the debate on suggested Church and state reforms. Among the best 
known and most effective of these are SurvivorsFirst (www.Survivorsfirst.
org) and Bishop-Accountability (www.bishop-accountability.org), both of 
which were founded in Boston and now are led by Paul Baier, Terence 
McKiernan, and Anne Barrett Doyle.82 SurvivorsFirst is a survivor support 
organization that facilitates communication in the survivor/advocate com-
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munity through e-mail lists and bulletin boards.83 Bishop-Accountability 
is a Web archive and research organization that posts numerous docu-
ments informing the public about the depth and breadth of the Catholic 
sexual abuse scandal, including grand jury reports issued in jurisdictions 
across the country, lists of priests accused or removed for child sexual 
abuse, archival data from various dioceses, news reports on the crisis, and 
information about legal settlements throughout the nation.84

 Both SurvivorsFirst and Bishop-Accountability depend on donations, 
and both state clear donation policies on their websites. SurvivorsFirst, for 
example, does not accept donations from plaintiffs’ attorneys, and Bishop-
Accountability will not accept donations from anyone who wants to influ-
ence what is posted on the site for financial or business advantage.85

 The victims/survivors groups, combined with other advocacy orga-
nizations, ensured that the Catholic sexual abuse scandal did not disap-
pear from the public scene. Their efforts also intervened in the secrecy on 
which the Church had depended for centuries to hide their problems and 
scandals.

Internal Factors

Within the Catholic Church there also were forces at work that kept the 
sexual abuse scandal front and center in Catholic discourse.

Conservatives and Liberals Hijack the Crisis
Although Catholics and non-Catholics alike tend to think of the Church 
as monolithic, that is not true. Conservative Catholic thinking differs 
from liberal or progressive Catholic thinking on a number of key issues, 
and representatives from each would imagine very different churches. The 
sexual abuse crisis was harnessed by each camp to “prove” that the oppo-
sition’s Catholicism contributed to the scandal.
 While there also are some disagreements within groups, conservative 
Catholics generally feel that many Vatican II “reforms” were misinter-
preted, carried to excess, and should be rolled back.86 Conservative politi-
cal commentator and Roman Catholic Pat Buchanan, in fact, termed Vati-
can II “an unrelieved disaster for Roman Catholicism.”87 Conservatives 
found in the sexual abuse scandal evidence that theological dissent,88 dis-
obedience of Church teachings (especially regarding sexuality),89 tolerance 
for homosexuality,90 and rampant materialism and secularism91 created 
space for the abuse of minors by priests and for the bishops’ timidity in 
squarely facing the problem. Catholic conservative George Weigel said,
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[The crisis] . . . is the result of a Catholic “ecology” damaged by a 
culture of dissent that has persistently promoted “Catholic Lite” 
views of core beliefs and institutions. . . . This culture of dissent . . . 
has contempt for the church’s sexual ethic; indeed, widespread dissent 
among theologians and priests from the church’s settled teachings about 
the nobility of sexual love within marriage helped create a situation in 
which some priests gave themselves passes on sexual misbehavior and 
some bishops failed to recognize sin for what it was.92

 There are several problems with the conservative critique. For one 
thing, conservatives seemed to cast the sexual abuse crisis in terms of fail-
ings of faith instead of commission of crimes. No matter what combina-
tion of factors led to the scandal, it primarily reflected criminal behavior 
and the criminal cover-up of crimes by the hierarchy. Conservatives also 
failed to recognize that most of the priests identified as having abused 
minors over the past fifty years were squarely situated in pre–Vatican II 
childhoods and seminary training. In other words, they were products of 
preconciliar values and traditions, even if their crimes were committed 
after the Second Vatican Council. The same was true for almost every 
bishop presiding over the crisis. The conservative groups likewise did not 
confront indications that sexual abuse of minors by Catholic priests has 
been a problem for centuries and apparently has been robust in the face of 
shifting secular and theological trends.
 For liberal Catholics, the sexual abuse scandal bespoke the truncating 
of Vatican II’s progressive ideas by the authoritarian papacy of John Paul 
II,93 the fundamental flaws of mandated celibacy,94 the lack of power and 
voice for the laity within the Church,95 misogynistic exclusion of women 
from the priesthood,96 and an archaic theology of sexuality.97 Liberal Cath-
olic commentator James Carroll writes that “the recent priest abuse scan-
dal, tied to questions of sexuality and gender, became a scandal tied ex-
pressly to power when bishops put the clerical state ahead of children. . . . 
The patriarchal misogyny of the clerical culture is broadly discredited . . . 
the Church needs democracy.”98 Liberals also accused conservatives of 
their own brand of doctrinal selectivity, saying that while the conserva-
tives upheld official Catholic sexual teachings, they were likely to ignore 
teachings on economic rights, Third World debt, and world poverty.99

 Like some conservatives, some liberals focused more on the cultural 
and church history elements of the sexual abuse scandal than on its crimi-
nality. They also glossed over the fact that religions with ordained female 
clergy and married priests also are confronted with sexual abuse, albeit 
more often of adult parishioners than minors. What liberals did get right, 
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however, was the role of secrecy and clerical elitism in the sexual abuse 
crisis.100

Priests Raise Their Voices
A 2002 Los Angeles Times poll of 1,854 American priests indicated that 
two thirds of them disapproved of the way bishops were responding to the 
sexual abuse crisis.101 As the scandal wore on, some priests took the highly 
unusual step of publicly lifting their voices to comment on the sexual 
abuse crisis and on other concerns about the institutional Church and 
their place in it. One bishop even broke ranks with his brethren.
 Early in 2006, Detroit Auxiliary Bishop Gumbleton, long known for 
his commitment to social justice, publicly disclosed that as a teenager he 
had been sexually abused by a priest.102 He then called for state legisla-
tures to temporarily remove statutes of limitation that prevented victims 
of priest abuse from suing the church, a position vigorously opposed by 
bishops around the country.103 Gumbleton was criticized by some victims 
for waiting so long to come forward and for refusing to name his deceased 
perpetrator.104 At the same time, he was taken to task by the Archdiocese 
of Detroit and by the general counsel of the United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops, Mark Chopko, who argued that Gumbleton’s position 
jeopardized the patrimony of the Church.105 Gumbleton responded, “I 
figure whatever the price, you have to speak the truth. . . . If it costs us lots 
in material goods, the spiritual purification will be worth it.”106

 In 2002, a group of priests formed the Boston Priests Forum. They 
hoped to create a group within which priests could study contemporary 
issues facing the priesthood and the wider Church and together reflect on 
them from theological and moral perspectives.107 Later that year, in a pre-
viously unthinkable move, fifty-eight priests of the Archdiocese of Boston 
signed a letter to Bernard Cardinal Law asking him to resign for the good 
of the archdiocese:

It is with a heavy heart that we write to request your resignation as 
Archbishop of Boston. We have valued the good work you have done 
here in Boston including, but not limited to: your advocacy for the 
homeless, your outreach to the Jewish community, your opposition 
to capital punishment, and your leadership welcoming immigrant 
people. However, the events of recent months and, in particular, of 
these last days, make it clear to us that your position as our bishop is 
so compromised that it is no longer possible for you to exercise the 
spiritual leadership required for the church of Boston.
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As leaders of many of the parishes that make up this Archdiocese we 
hear from the people their call for a change in leadership. The revelations 
that have come to light a few days ago challenge the credibility of your 
public statements. The people of this Archdiocese are angry, hurt 
and in need of authentic spiritual leadership. We believe that despite 
your good work in the past you are no longer able to provide that 
leadership.

While this is obviously a difficult request, we believe in our hearts that 
this is a necessary step that must be taken if healing is to come to the 
Archdiocese. The priests and the people of Boston have lost confidence 
in you as their spiritual leader.108

Although some priests were even angrier with Law than the letter suggests, 
most were acutely stressed and pained by openly challenging a bishop they 
had promised to obey.109

 In 2002 in New York, similarly dispirited priests from three dioceses 
formed Voice of the Ordained to “draw strength from one another; have 
opportunities for prayer and discussion; educate ourselves about the is-
sues; and have a vehicle through which to give voice to our concerns.”110 
Like the members of the Boston Priest Forum, the New York priests were 
particularly concerned about the way the sexual abuse crisis was being 
handled by then Brooklyn Bishop Thomas Daily, Rockville Center Bishop 
William Murphy, and New York City’s Edward Cardinal Egan, but they 
also wanted a venue to discuss church reforms they thought were needed. 
Fifty-two of Murphy’s four hundred priests wrote to him saying, “We have 
perceived a general malaise and even an abiding anger within our beloved 
diocese. . . . We perceive a fairly widespread dissatisfaction with the way 
you have related to some clergy and laity, and we sense a certain lack of 
confidence in your pastoral leadership.”111

 In Wisconsin, priests of the Archdiocese of Milwaukee established the 
Milwaukee Archdiocese Priest Alliance. Shortly after forming in 2003, 163 
members, representing over one third of the priests of the archdiocese, 
signed a letter to the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops asking 
that the priesthood be opened to married men.112 Inspired by the Mil-
waukee group, Priests’ Forum for the Eucharist, representing one thou-
sand priests from many areas of the country, joined in 2004 to organize a 
nationwide effort by clergy to push for the end of mandatory celibacy.113 
Priests organizing to plead for married clergy stated that they were mostly 
responding to the priest shortage and the decreasing availability of priests 
to meet the needs of Catholic laity. Still another group of twenty-three 
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Chicago priests wrote a letter to the Vatican in April 2004 protesting what 
they viewed as increasingly demeaning language toward homosexuals.114

 In addition to organized groups of priests, individual priests took sub-
stantial risks in speaking up about the crisis and other issues of debate in 
contemporary Catholicism. Close to half the witnesses cooperating with 
the Suffolk County, New York, grand jury investigation of sexual abuse in 
the Rockville Centre Diocese were Catholic clergy.115 Rev. Walter Cuenin 
of Massachusetts, an advocate for acceptance of homosexuality, the ordi-
nation of women, reconciliation with divorced Catholics, and increased 
lay power in the Church, cited the scandal as indicative of the need for 
change in the institutional Church.116 Speaking from the pulpit one day, 
Cuenin said, “When you think of the pain that has been suffered by chil-
dren and their families, a renewal of our Church is the only redemption. 
Otherwise, their pain has been in vain.”117 Testifying before New York 
state legislators at a forum on child abuse, New Jersey priest Rev. Bob 
Hoatson told lawmakers, “My church has disgraced itself by covering up 
[sexual abuse]. . . . The leaders of my church, frankly, have selected evil 
over good, denial over admission, lying over truth-telling.”118 Rev. James 
J. Scahill, a pastor in western Massachusetts, withheld the bishop’s portion 
of the weekly collection plate in order to protest the Diocese of Spring-
field’s continued support for a priest who was a convicted child molester 
and leading suspect in the murder of a child.119 When the diocese finally 
suspended support for the former priest, Richard R. Lavigne, Scahill sent 
the bishop the $60,000 his parish had held back from the diocese.120 In 
addition to his financial protest, Fr. Scahill became an outspoken critic 
of his diocese’s response to the sexual abuse crisis, saying at one point, 
“The bishops are spending more time with their lawyers than with their 
consciences.”121 At St. Dominic’s Church in Oyster Bay, New York, Rev. 
Malcolm Burns knelt before the crucifix one Sunday saying, “I want to 
pray with you on my knees as the leper from the Gospel begged Jesus. A 
leprosy is among us, and priests need to be cleansed. . . . I am not even 
sure I believe in my own life as a priest right now.”122 Two New Jersey 
priests joined with another two from Illinois and North Carolina to re-
lease a statement calling on the USCCB to “investigate claims against 
bishops who were complicit in the abuse scandal, at least after 1985 when 
it became clear that priest predators should not be in active ministry.”123 
Revs. Kenneth Lasch, Robert Hoatson, Tom Doyle, and Patrick Collins 
labeled their efforts “Project Millstone,” a reference to the Gospel of Mat-
thew (16:6).124 After the Philadelphia Grand Jury report was released cas-
tigating the Archdiocese of Philadelphia for years of enabling the sexual 
abuse of children, three hundred priests met with Justin Cardinal Rigali 
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and some shared with the press the anger and criticism turned toward the 
cardinal by some of his priests.125 One moral theologian, for example, re-
portedly chastised Rigali for defending his predecessors’ “good intentions” 
and pointed out that the sexual victimization of children was so horrific 
that, from a Catholic moral perspective, it rendered meaningless whatever 
intentions diocesan officials may have had when they enabled the ongoing 
violation of children.126

 All this may seem unremarkable to Americans accustomed to free 
speech and a constitutional right to assemble. Within the Catholic 
Church, however, it had been simply unthinkable that so many priests, 
albeit still a minority of all active priests, would openly criticize their bish-
ops or publicly call into question Church teachings. It was emblematic of 
the disturbance created within the priesthood by the sexual abuse crisis 
that those priests felt both called by conscience and empowered to take 
the Church, especially the hierarchy, to task. The activism of these priests 
also symbolized their alienation from bishops they once would never have 
considered disobeying. As New York canon lawyer Msgr. William A. Va-
varo put it at the first meeting of Voice of the Ordained, “The father-son 
sense of trust [between bishop and priest] has been destroyed and it will 
take a generation to restore that.”127 Rather than relying on the bishop-
priest bond for emotional sustenance, many of the vocal priests strength-
ened their bonds with each other and with lay Catholics who also were 
disillusioned with their Church.
 It is unclear how effective the efforts by some priests to assume a more 
powerful voice in the Church can be. At this point, the activist priests 
represent a minority of Catholic clergy, many of whom shun priests who 
speak against the hierarchy or publicly question Church teachings. Some 
priests feel that their organized approaches to bishops have improved com-
munication on the local level, but they do not see any wider institutional 
response to their concerns.128 In addition, they do not find bishops willing 
to represent the views of priests outside the diocese. For example, while 
Bishop William Murphy of Rockville Centre met with disgruntled priests 
in his diocese, he told at least one of them that “my home is Rome,” sug-
gesting that his essential alliance is with Vatican officials, not with the 
priests and laity of his diocese.129

 Other bishops took stronger steps to indicate their displeasure with 
outspoken priests. Rev. James A. “Seamus” MacCormack, a New Hamp-
shire priest who openly criticized Bishop John McCormack’s handling of 
the sexual abuse crisis and who also spoke publicly about a priest found 
dead amid a large collection of pornography and sexual paraphernalia, 
was removed from his parish. He eventually sued the diocese for silenc-
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ing him, receiving a settlement that required secrecy about its terms.130 In 
Phoenix, Bishop Thomas Olmstead ordered nine priests and a religious 
brother “under obedience to him” to remove their names from a docu-
ment supporting the moral integrity of homosexuality.131 Diocese of Al-
toona-Johnstown, Pennsylvania, Bishop James Adamec issued a gag order 
to all priests in his diocese, forbidding them, on pain of excommunication 
or suspension, from publicly disagreeing with diocesan policies.132

 Many priests and laity in Boston believe that Sean Cardinal O’Malley 
implemented systematic punishment of priests who spoke publicly against 
Church teachings or who were activists in the sexual abuse crisis.133 The 
archdiocese denied that the removal of certain parish pastors and other 
relocations of clergy were at all connected to their activities during the 
sexual abuse crisis, but, in fact, O’Malley instituted the “largest dislocation 
of priests in archdiocesan history and . . . is subjecting priests to an un-
precedented level of scrutiny, accompanied by explicit and implicit threats 
of discipline.”134 Coincidentally or not, Boston pastors most willing to 
speak openly with parishioners and sometimes with the press about their 
disagreements with Church policies and diocesan officials were among 
the sixty-six priests whom O’Malley removed from their positions.135 Rev. 
Thomas A. Mahoney, chairman of the board of the Boston Priests Fo-
rum, told the Boston Globe: “I do think there are people being targeted: 
those who haven’t capitulated to the desires of the diocese. . . . It’s whether 
you’re willing to play along or not. Basically, there’s an atmosphere that’s 
one of intimidation: It’s expected that you will be loyal, and, if you’re not, 
you’re a dissident and you’re a target.”136

 The hierarchy of the Catholic Church perhaps experience themselves 
as threatened by priests who think and speak for themselves, and therefore 
they try to silence or punish those priests. The sexual abuse crisis, however, 
is a neon sign advertising the need for courageous priests to continue to 
lift their voices in challenge to the institutional teachings, policies, and 
paradigms of power that facilitated the sexual victimization of so many 
thousands of young Catholics. The National Catholic Reporter exhorted 
these priests in a 2004 editorial:

To the priests, we say it is impossible to know where your initiatives 
will lead. Who can say if you’ll find someone to talk to, an honest 
dialogue that doesn’t begin with all the questions answered? We can 
only encourage you not to abandon your questions—about ordination, 
about leadership and accountability, about the church’s approach to 
homosexuals. Know that your concern for the welfare of the Eucharistic 
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community—the entire community—is deeply appreciated. Keep 
leading. Keep listening to your people.137

The Laity Speak Out
Catholic laypeople, disillusioned by the narrative of sexual abuse by priests 
and disgusted by the hierarchy’s role in the scandal, or moved to defend 
their Church’s teachings and personnel, raised their voices in unprece-
dented numbers.
 A number of polls conducted after the scandal broke open in 2002 
tracked perceptions Catholics had about their Church. The surveys made 
it clear that Catholic laity held the bishops primarily responsible for the 
abuse of children. In 2001, Zogby found that 85 percent of American 
Catholics believed their bishops were doing a good job; by April 2002, 
only 59 percent continued to think so.138 Ninety-six percent thought the 
pope should discipline bishops who allowed abusers to stay in ministry.139 
Another 2002 survey by ABC/Washington Post concluded that 70 per-
cent of American Catholics disapproved of the Church’s handling of the 
sexual abuse crisis.140 Time did not improve things. Zogby found in 2003 
that 69 percent of Catholics felt that the Church hierarchy was more 
concerned with its image than with pastoring its people.141 In 2004, a 
Catholic University of America/Purdue University poll established that 
almost 80 percent of Catholics were ashamed and embarrassed for their 
Church and nearly three-quarters thought that the failures of bishops in 
responding to sexual abuse were a bigger problem than the abuse itself.142 
In 2005, a research team reported on Gallup Poll results indicating that 
58 percent of registered Catholic parishioners and 76 percent of Catholics 
not registered in a parish perceived the hierarchy to be out of touch with 
lay concerns.143 While Catholics had been privately disagreeing with the 
institutional Church for decades, the sexual abuse scandal transformed 
private deliberation into public discourse for many Catholics.
 It began at the top with members of the National Review Board. The 
first leader of the NRB, former Oklahoma Governor Frank Keating, ex-
pressed his disagreement with the hierarchy from the moment he started 
his job with them. He urged the bishops to welcome lay reform groups 
into their midst, saying, “I just do not understand what is to be feared 
from conversation, what is threatened by dialogue and discussion.”144 Ke-
ating openly stated that bishops who had transferred abusive priests from 
one parish to another should resign, and he urged laypeople to attend 
Mass in other dioceses or withhold donations to the Church if they were 
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unhappy with their own bishop.145 He made it clear that he saw “episcopal 
neglect” as central to the abuse crisis and pledged to investigate the role of 
the bishops in facilitating the scandal.146 About a year after his appoint-
ment, Keating became so frustrated by what he perceived to be some 
bishops’ continued willingness to cover up wrongdoing, he likened them 
to “La Cosa Nostra.”147

 When Governor Keating resigned his position with the NRB shortly 
after making the La Cosa Nostra remark, his successor, Judge Anne M. 
Burke of Illinois, expressed disappointment with what she termed his “un-
fortunate words.”148 Within two years, however, Burke was so disillusioned 
with the hierarchy that she too began to speak out, urging lay Catho-
lics to “[r]aise some hell. . . . Be vigilant. Be outspoken. And demand 
transparency. . . . No more passive Catholics. That’s my mantra now.”149 
Familiarity with the hierarchy had apparently bred contempt as Burke 
identified the “downright vengeance” she had experienced with bishops 
during the NRB’s investigation of their response to sexual abuse in their 
dioceses.150 Further, she lamented that even after the “cataclysmic failure” 
of the hierarchy to protect children, there were still many bishops who 
wanted to return to the old ways of handling abuse.151 On the lecture cir-
cuit, Burke said that the Catholic Church needed to be “reborn” and that 
heroic laity were needed to take responsibility for demanding a renewed 
Church.152 Similarly, Nicholas Cafardi—another former National Review 
Board member, canon lawyer, and dean emeritus of Duquesne University 
Law School—was disappointed that some bishops resisted the efforts of 
the board: “To have some bishops fighting us every step of the way was 
disillusioning. . . . To just have them disdain our work or question our 
motives was very difficult.”153

 Answering the clarion call, laity across the country asserted their au-
thority as adult members of a religious faith and demanded more voice in 
the operations of their Church. Even recognizing the Catholic Church as 
belonging as much to the laity as to the clergy and hierarchy, including 
the pope, represented a maturational step for many lay Catholics. Through 
their activism, many authorized themselves to claim their Church as their 
own and to define their role within it. Like children following healthy 
psychological development within a dysfunctional nuclear family, Catho-
lic laity grew up and began to take responsibility for their own spiritual-
ity. They insisted that they could continue to love and respect their faith 
while strenuously disagreeing with clerical “parents” who had neglected 
and abused them and who they perceived to be more concerned with pre-
serving their own power than with nourishing their families. Turning away 
from what they construed to be the spiritual corruption of their leaders, 
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Catholics turned to each other and to supportive priests for sustenance 
and shared power. Like Americans have done so often when they have 
been disappointed in their leadership, Catholic laypeople organized.
 In cities across the country, the laity came together to picket churches 
and cathedrals to protest the actions of American bishops and cardinals. 
In Scranton, Pennsylvania;154 Rockville Centre, Long Island;155 Louisville, 
Kentucky;156 Cincinnati, Ohio;157 Manchester, New Hampshire;158 Dallas, 
Texas;159 and, of course, in Boston,160 groups of laity protested at diocesan 
cathedrals and demanded that their bishops resign for mishandling the 
sexual abuse of minors by priests. Parishioners from S. S. Philip and James 
Parish in Grand Mound, Iowa, accused Davenport Bishop William Frank-
lin of incomplete compliance with the diocese’s sexual misconduct policies 
and informed him that they could “no longer maintain our silence, as 
silence constitutes consent to sexual abuse of our children.”161 Protest-
ers in Los Angeles picketed the opening of Roger Cardinal Mahony’s 
new cathedral to push for the release of documents related to the sexual 
abuse of children in that diocese.162 Catholics in Naples, Florida, sent 
donation checks to the Diocese of Venice with “VOID” written across 
them to protest that diocese’s response to the sexual abuse of minors by 
priests.163 After release of the grand jury report in Philadelphia, Catholics 
confronted Justin Cardinal Rigali after a speech he delivered at Villanova 
University.164 One woman asked the cardinal how he could square the 
emphasis on human dignity in his address that night with his support of 
“criminal cardinals who have protected oral and anal rape,” while another 
woman informed Rigali that he was, in her opinion, a phony.165 At par-
ish meetings throughout the Philadelphia archdiocese, Catholic laypeople 
expressed their rage and despair that their priests and clerical leaders had 
allowed so many minors to be abused by priests, and they called on some 
enabling clergy cited by the grand jury to resign.166

 Boston’s Sean Cardinal O’Malley removed Rev. Walter Cuenin, a 
popular pastor, from Our Lady Help of Christians parish in Newton, 
Massachusetts, for reasons considered specious by the laity there. In addi-
tion, O’Malley replaced Cuenin with Rev. Christopher Coyne, who had 
once been a spokesman for Cardinal Law. Parishioners protested Cuenin’s 
removal and successfully ousted Fr. Coyne as their pastor by withholding 
contributions and staying away from Mass.167 A lay group’s ability to force 
a pastor out of his position is remarkable and very rare.
 The best known organization of laypeople developed after the scan-
dal broke is Voice of the Faithful (www.votf.org), claiming over thirty 
thousand members and dedicated to supporting victims of sexual abuse, 
encouraging good priests, and working to change the Church into a “four 



216 Perversion of Power

sided table” at which laity, abuse survivors, priests, and bishops share 
power.168

 Lay voices also were raised in support of the Church. When Texans 
organized to demand the resignation of Bishop Charles Grahmann of Dal-
las, other Catholics started a website (www.pleasebishop.com) to counter 
calls for Grahmann’s resignation.169 Opus Bono Sacerdotii (Work for the 
Good of the Priesthood) was founded by financial systems analyst Joe Ma-
her to provide spiritual and financial support for priests accused of sexual 
misconduct.170 In Louisville, www.ThankYouFather.com was established 
simply to provide a venue for thanking priests appreciated by their laity.171 
Faithful Voice (www.Faithfulvoice.com) was founded to counter Voice of 
the Faithful, and the Catholic League (www.catholicleague.org) could be 
counted on to defend the Church and the handling of the abuse crisis.
 It is not clear how effective lay groups can be in obtaining real power 
within the Church. Many bishops banned VOTF from meeting on 
Church property and seem to feel that the Church can wait out the latest 
wave of demands for enhancing the position of the laity.172 In addition, 
new priests being ordained are said to be more conservative than their 
elders who are now retiring. The newer priests often see themselves as 
spiritually elevated above the laity and are unlikely to welcome power 
sharing with their laypeople.173 Perhaps most important is that groups like 
VOTF are populated with senior Catholics and are not attracting substan-
tial numbers of younger Catholics. Rather, the younger the Catholic, the 
less invested he or she is in the institutional Catholic Church.174 While 
younger Catholics hold creedal beliefs similar to their elders—belief in Je-
sus’ resurrection and the importance of the Eucharist—they differ greatly 
from the VOTF generation in other ways. As a group, they do not feel 
that attending Mass regularly is crucial to their faith; they are less certain 
than their elders that the Catholic Church has more access to spiritual 
truth than other religions do; and they are essentially uninfluenced by 
the Church’s moral teachings.175 In other words, they are not Catholic 
activists.
 Whatever the future may be of Catholic lay movements in the United 
States, it is certain that the raising of lay voices during the sexual abuse 
scandal was yet another factor ensuring that it did not recede from public 
view.
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epilogue 

Is Everything Old New Again?

In 1988, a student at Niles College in Illinois allegedly awoke to find his 
pants pulled down and Daniel McCormack, a fellow student bound for 
the Roman Catholic seminary at Mundelein, standing over his bed.1 He 
was advised by another student to inform the Archdiocese of Chicago.2 
Church officials say he did not; he will not say what he did.3

 Daniel McCormack became a Chicago priest. One morning in 2000, 
the mother of a fourth-grade boy reportedly told a nun that Fr. McCor-
mack had asked her son (alleged victim 1) to take his pants down in the 
sacristy of Holy Family Church.4 The nun states that after meeting with 
McCormack alone, the mother did not want her to pursue the case. Still 
concerned, however, the nun related the incident to an official at Chicago 
Catholic Schools who told her to let the matter go if the parent was not 
pushing it. Instead, she hand delivered a written account of the incident 
to the school administrator. Later, Chicago Catholic Schools denied any 
record of the nun’s complaint, a claim she calls “outrageous.”5

 In August 2005, Chicago police investigated an allegation that Mc-
Cormack had sexually molested an eight-year-old boy (alleged victim 2) 
twice in December 2003 at St. Agatha’s parish where he served as pastor.6 
Later that month, the police told the Illinois Department of Children and 
Family Services (DCFS) about the accusation.7 DCFS proceeded with 
its own investigation and, in November 2005, found the charges to be 
credible. Archdiocesan officials say they were never alerted to the DCFS 
findings.
 Chicago prosecutors reportedly told archdiocesan officials in Septem-
ber 2005 that accusations had been made against Rev. McCormack but 
that there was insufficient evidence to file charges.8 Police say that the 
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archdiocese requested access to the police notes on the accusation but was 
told it would have to obtain a subpoena to get those records; the archdio-
cese apparently did not take that step.9 Sometime after that, DCFS asserts 
that it was informed by McCormack’s attorney that the priest had been 
sent to Maryland to be evaluated, probably at St. Luke’s Institute, a treat-
ment facility for troubled priests.10 Three months before McCormack was 
arrested, an archdiocesan review board reportedly recommended that he be 
removed from ministry.11 Cardinal George acknowledged the recommen-
dation but said it was “informal,” as if that should make a difference.12

 Fr. McCormack was returned to his position at St. Agatha’s. A col-
league, Rev. Tom Walsh, was asked to “monitor” McCormack, who was 
instructed not to have unsupervised contact with children.13 He continued 
to coach the boys’ basketball team at St. Agatha’s school, however, and the 
principal says he was not alerted to any allegations against McCormack.14 
McCormack allegedly abused a child in January 2006.15

 In January 2006, a second boy from St. Agatha’s (alleged victim 3) 
reported to police that Fr. McCormack had molested him two to three 
times a month from ages nine to thirteen.16 These allegations apparently 
supported the earlier allegations (alleged victim 2), and McCormack was 
charged with aggravated criminal sexual abuse of two young boys.17 Since 
then, up to a dozen other alleged victims have come forward with reports 
of sexual abuse by Fr. McCormack.18 Attorney Jeffrey Anderson, one of 
the best-known lawyers for victims suing the Catholic Church, is repre-
senting one of McCormack’s alleged victims and was quoted as saying, 
“They still haven’t got the message. The archdiocese has been operating in 
secrecy, not candor.”19

 Francis Cardinal George’s initial response to the publicity about Mc-
Cormack was to defend his decision to keep the priest at St. Agatha’s. He 
claimed that there were no procedures allowing him to remove a priest 
from ministry when sexual abuse complaints were lodged by someone 
other than the victim or the victim’s parents;20 asserted that prosecutors 
were not helpful to the archdiocese; criticized DCFS for not providing 
more timely information about their investigation of McCormack;21 and 
suggested that victim groups were partly responsible for the problem be-
cause they discourage victims from reporting abuse to dioceses.22 Jimmy 
Lago, the archdiocesan chancellor, blamed the nun who reported Mc-
Cormack to the Chicago Catholic School authorities for not also report-
ing him to DCFS.23 As the weeks went on, however, Cardinal George 
appeared to take more and more personal responsibility for keeping Mc-
Cormack in ministry after allegations of sexual abuse were made against 
him. George met several times with reporters,24 sent letters to the priests 
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and people of the archdiocese,25 and met with more than two hundred 
parishioners at St. Agatha’s to express his remorse.26

 Illinois Appellate Court Judge Anne Burke, former chair of the US-
CCB’s National Review Board, expressed disgust with George’s decisions 
and his initial defenses and said that “this situation, if it’s true, [is] worse 
than Boston, because it’s four year later.”27 She suggested that the National 
Review Board investigate the Chicago archdiocese’s compliance with the 
bishops’ sexual abuse policies, but the Chicago Tribune reported that US-
CCB spokesman Monsignor Frank Maniscalco replied that such oversight 
is not the purview of the National Review Board.28 When asked how dio-
ceses are held accountable for following the mandates of the Charter for 
the Protection of Children and Young People, he reportedly refused to 
respond.29

 By the end of February 2006, SNAP (Survivor Network for those 
Abused by Priests ) was calling on George to resign; archdiocesean spokes-
people responded that the cardinal would not step down.30 The archdio-
cese did, however, take the unusual step of hiring an outside consulting 
firm to evaluate procedures for responding to sexual abuse allegations.31 
Defenbaugh & Associates criticized the archdiocese for egregious failures 
in the McCormack case, ranging from “shoddy record-keeping and a pro-
found lack of communication to inadequate monitoring policies that put 
children in danger.”32 Apparently, the archdiocese had allegations against 
McCormack dating back to his seminary days in 1968, yet had kept him 
in ministry with access to children until he was arrested.33 The report 
also concluded that the archdiocese failed to adequately monitor accused 
priests.34 Operating under an “honor system,” these priests reported their 
activities to monitors who were not well trained or well informed about 
their charges. In addition, there were no concsequences for priests who did 
not cooperate with what was essentially self-monitoring. McCormack, for 
example, had taken three minors on a 2005 Labor Day trip to Minnesota 
while the priest assigned to “monitor” him was away from the rectory.35

 The McCormack story is all too familiar. The name of the allegedly 
abusive priest could be Geoghan and the cardinal could be Law. Cardinal 
George’s failure to respond appropriately and pastorally to sexual abuse 
allegations against a priest is stunning. It is very unlikely, however, that 
George’s mismanagement of a priest’s sexual abuse of minors is unique 
among the bishops.
 Perhaps more bishops than before “get it,” but some like Cardinal 
George clearly do not, or at least do not get it enough of the time. Priests 
of integrity, laypeople, survivors, and their advocates must continue to 
watch their church leaders carefully and must go on raising their voices 



to demand that children in the Church be kept safe. Bishops and other 
Church officials must be held accountable to keep in the forefront of their 
ministry the words of Jesus recorded by Matthew:

At that time the disciples came to Jesus and asked: Who is the 
greatest in the kingdom of heaven? He called a child, whom he 
put among them and said, “Truly I tell you, unless you change and 
become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. 
Whoever becomes humble like this child is the greatest in the 
kingdom of heaven. Whoever welcomes one such child in my name 
welcomes me.” (Matt. 18:1–5)
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