Sexual Abuse — the Church’s Millstone

by Eric's Mom

Sexual abuse of minors-the very topic-brings forth a
myriad of emotions, from anger to disbelief. When the
alleged perpetrator is a priest, reactions may range
from rage at the accused and/or Church to disbelief and
hostility towards the victim/s. The Vatican recently
announced its concern about due process under canon

law for priests and clanfication about the definition of

sexual abuse.

Under American law we are all entitled to due process.

When a crime has been committed, the court svstem is
the venue to judge the guilt or innocence of the ac-
cused. We are a nation built upon the premise that jus-
tice should extend to all. Why does canon law even
figure into this equation? Was there or was there not a
crime committed? If so, then let the justice system do
its work. If the priest’s guilt has been established, he
must face the legal consequences. These consequences
should be at least as harsh as those administered to any
other sexual abuser.

Some confusion seems to exist about the exact defini-
tion of sexual abuse. The legal system has defined the
various types of sexual abuse, so a standard already
exists in America. We do not have to re-invent the
wheel;, we simply have to-follow the letter of the exis-
tent laws. Why the haggling over the possible
“nuances” of the bishops™ Dallas charter?

How about sexual abuse for which the statute of limi-
tations has expired? Should there be a moral statute of
limitations—if the abuser legally escapes the limitations,
does that mean that no harm has been inflicted, that the
abuser can now have a clear conscience?

The reality is that over the years the Church hid infor-
mation concerming abuse from the faithful, intimidated
many who sought support from the hierarchy, and lied
to the parishioners about the cause of the prest’s re-
moval. The harsh reality of sexual abuse is that most
victims are unable to reveal or deal with their abuse
until well past the expiration of the statute of limita-
tions. By concealing, lying, intimidating, and stone-
walling, the Church leadership has effectively sanc-
tioned the actions of the predators in its midst. Those
who have daily dealt with the spiritual, emotional, and
physical dimensions of their abuse can find no peace in
the claims that they should have “come forward™ vears
before.
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The zero-tolerance policy has also come under fire. If
a poest has abused only once n his mimistry, should he
be allowed to remain in the pnesthood? -For those who
answer “yes”, can the lifelong impact on that “one”
victim be so readily dismissed? In all likelihood, the
priest’s abusive behavior came to light only when
someone stepped forward with allegations. Despite the
pnest’'s assurances to his bishop that this victim was
the only one, in most cases the reality is that many vic-
tims preceded this abuse vicim. By questioning the
necessity of a pnest’s removal for only “one™ offense
committed many years ago, we overlook the fact that
the abuse was a cnme many vears ago, is still consid-
ered a cnme, and thar the victim/survivor has had hfe-
long difficulties. In the scales of justice, is a child’s or
adolescent’s life less valuable than that of a priest? A
prest’s dismissal for sexual abuse cannot be more
painful to him than the pain his victim/s have suffered
daily.

Another issue is that of “forgiveness.” When a bishop
states that he forgives lus fellow pnest, wouldn’t the
person doing the forgiving have to be the vicum? Ifa
cnime is committed against a person, do the friends of
the cnminal have the nght to “forgive™ his actions?
Does their forgiveness erase the damage done w the
child or to the adolescent?

Another vanable in this complex situation is the reac-
tion of panshioners to allegations of sexual abuse
against their pastor. In most cases, the priest is seen to
be caring, dvnamic, and charismatic. Catholics then
struggle to reconcile two contradictory situations - the
public perception of his integrity versus the private
reality of his cnmes.

Piercing the veil of denial 1s almost insurmountable at
tmes. We each have comfort zones, areas where all 15
nght with the world. and we feel secure in our percep-
tion of reality. When the homendous specter of clergy
sexudal abuse arses, many cannot accept the truth, since
that threatens the safety and secunty of their comfort
zone. Denial is powerful in its impact.  Victims are
left isolated, abandoned by their pansh commumties.
Sometimes outright hostlity is shown to victims and to
their tfamilies.

A different vanable 1s minimization, or the tnvializing

of the abuse impact. By downplaying the devastation
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