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Bishops to tackle priests' sexual abuse of children

Credibility of Catholic Church may ride on three-day meeting in Dallas.
By GERI NIKOLAI and EDITH C. WEBSTER
Rockford Register Star

As a Kentucky bishop resigned Tuesday amid claims he was a child molester, the nation’s other Catholic bishops began
heading to Dallas where they will decide how to deal with abusive priests and try to restore credibility to the church.

Key issues of the three-day annual meeting of 300 bishops that begins Thursday are:

Should priests be kicked out for even one case of abusing a child, even if the act was commitied decades ago and never
repeated?

Should bishops who knowingly sent child molesters from parish to parish without waming church families be disciplined?
Should all suspected cases be referred to police?
Should bishops have more authority to discipline priests, anr:i should lay Catholics have more power to monitor priests?

Those are huge issues in a church rocked by continuing reports the past six months of pedophile priests, payoffs and cover-
ups. '

As bishops packed for the Dallas meeting, they heard the news that the bishop of Lexington, Ky., J. Kendrick Williams,
stepped down after three men said he sexually abused them when they were young. Williams denied the claims.

He is the third U.S. bishop to resign since March among 225§Cathdi¢ clergymen who have been dismissed or voluntarily quit
priestly duties this year after being accused of sexual abuse.|

While Catholic leaders point out that's fewer than 1 percent of the 46,000 Catholic priests in the nation, the stories have
shocked faithful Catholics and much of America.

At the same time, the church has admitted that some bishops transferred pedophile priests from parish to parish without
warning church members and has taken hit after hit as dozens of viclims of priest abuse have gone public coast to coast.

This week's annual summer meeting of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops will be wrestling with details and broad issues
sure to reverberate throughout the church for years.

As Rockford Bishop Thomas G. Doran said before leaving for Dallas, "We should not have expectations that it will all be
resolved to everyone's satisfaction.”



Bishops know what they're facing. The apening line in their proposed policy on sexual abuse is: "Our beloved Church is
experiencing a crisis without precedent in our times."

Here are some of the reasons their decisions are so important:
One strike, you're out

Most bishops seemingly agree that priests molesting children in the future should be dismissed but don't agree on what to do
with past offenders.

Rockford Catholic Phyllis Grisanzio doesn't understand the debate.

*Zero tolerance means absolutely any offense and you're out, whether you did it after this policy is adopted or in the past,”
Grisanzio said. "They need to remove all priests who have sexually assaulted a child.”

Rockford's Doran said he leans toward that policy, but he cautions leaders must consider the view of Cardinal Francis George,
the archbishop of Chicago, who said zero tolerance may nof be wise. Those who agree with George cite cases of priests who
committed one offense decades ago, repented, had therapy and never abused again.

A CBS-New York Times poll of 1,172 adults in April said four of five Catholics believe priests who have sexually abused
children or teenagers one time should be forbidden from participating in parish life.

If that happens, it might mean the loss of priests who have not been publicly accused and who are serving in parishes and
other roles without controversy. Still, it's necessary, said Rockford Catholic Alicia DiBenedetto.

"It has to be done, unless there were some way to postwhﬁ happened years ago,” said DiBenedetto, referring to the legal
system of public lists of sexual predators. A priest should be treated like anyone else.”

Bishops who covered up

Chicago's George is among the rare voices in the church calling for discipline of bishops who fail to act on cases of abuse in
their diocese. That's one of the main demands from victims,| who say the bishops who transferred pedophile priests from
church to church are as guilty as the abusers.

*Those bishops need to resign or step down,” said KeuinMé;sﬁdm.aNanaseyresiderﬂMmsaidrneandmnfhismmem
were abused by a Rockford diocesan priest in the 1970s. The three shared a payment of $82,000 for therapy from the
Rockford Diocese in 1998,

"Bishops who protect these priests are just as responsible for that activity as the priests,” said Misslich.

Rockiord Catholic Alice Kaczmarek agreed. "Although the bishops may not have condoned what happened,” she said, "by
transferring priests, that was evil.”

The bishops who knowingly transferred pedophiles include the man who, until six months ago, was regarded as the leading
spokesman of the Catholic Church in America, Cardinal Befnard Law of the Boston Diocese. Law, 70, reportedly offered his
resignation to Pope John Paul Il but was asked to continue. Some Boston area Catholics have protested his continuing
presence and withheld donations.

The role of gay priests

Another local Catholic, Robert A. Bracken, is concemed that the bishops won't address what some see as a link between the
sexual abuse and gay priests.

“If homosexuality got a good hold on the church, this could be the reason why a lot of the priests have been a problem,”
Bracken said. "The bishops need to look at this.”

Gay rights advocates are incensed by comments like Bracken's, contending that homosexuals are no more likely to abuse
children than heterosexuals. But the president of the U.S. bishops' conference, Wilton Gregory of lllinois, said the question
should get "comprehensive study.”






