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Catholics Back StrongSteps on Abuse, Poll Fin<^
By ROBIN TONER

and JANET ELDER

American Roman Catholics say
that priests who sexually abiise chil
dren andteen^ers should be barred
from participating in parish life and
that any accusations «f abuse should
be investigated by local law enforce
ment rather than the church, accord
ing to the latest New York Times/
CBS News Poll.

Church leaders in Rome last week
appeared split about how to handle
cases of past abuse —that is, wheth
er to apply,a zero tolerance policy to
all offenders, future and past — but
American Catholics showed few
signs of ambivalence as regards
"parish life." Nearly 8 in 10of those
polled said a past abuser should be
barred from "parish life" even if
"church leaders believe he is truly
sorry for what happened."

Seventy percent said Catholic lay
people should be involved in deci
sions about cases of abuse by priests,
not just the clergy. "We have chil
dren and can identify with those fam
ilies that are being hurt," said Helen
Crowley, 73, of Pittsburgh.

Nearly half of the Catholics polled
saw "some" progress in last week's
meeting of American cardinals at
the Vatican —13 percent saw "a lot"
— but there were several signs of
continuing, deep discontent.

Indeed, the poll, conducted Sunday
through Wednesday, indicates a
striking breach between American

Catholics and their leadership on
these issues. It also suggests that the
scandal is taking a toll on the image
of Pope John Paul II. Fifty-three
percent of American Catholics said
they had a favorable view of the pope
— a drop of 16 percentage points
frpm a CBS News pollconducted two
weeks earlier, before the Vatican
meeting was called to deal with the
issue.

The nationwide poll interviewed
1,172 adults by telephone, including
433 Catholics. It has a margin of
sampling error of plus or minus
three percentage points for all adults
and five points for Catholics.

The poll was conducted in the af

termath of a two-day emergency
meeting at the Vatican on the ques
tionofsexual diuse, at which Anieri-
can cardinals wd leaders of the bish
ops conference suggested they would
'move toward a policy of zero toler
ance for future, offenders. But they
appeared to.te.^vided over whether
all past offenders'should also be
automatically removed. ^.

On many questions in the poll
Catholic opinion matdied or paral
leled that of the total American pub-
Uc.For instance, 62 percent of Catho
lics said American Catholic leaders
had done a poor job of handling the
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scandal. Sixty-one pcrcent of all re
spondents held the same view.

Rill on a few topics Catholics and
the total set of respondents ex
pressedcontrastingopinions, mostly
those with which Catholics have the
benefit of greater familiarity. For
example, only28pcrcent of Catholics
said celibacy increased the likeli
hood ofpriestsabusing minors.wh|le
49 perrcnt of the total polled took
that view.

Nearlyhalf the Catholics surveyed
said the pope had done a poor Job
handlingthe problem of sexual abuse
of children and ipenagers in the
church, and 48 percont said they be
lieved he knew about the problem all
along. While 71 percent of Catholics
said they felt the pope and other
church lenders "took the Issue seri-
onrfly enough" when they met In
Rome. S8 percent said the pope
should have generally done more to
address the problem.

"The pope represents well the phi
losophies and the goals of Roman
Catholics." said Steven Clay, 55; of
Lansdowne, Pa., "but I think he's
behind the times with the sexual
abuse cases. I think he was out of
touch or put out of touch by people
who shelter him."

Discontent was also voiced about
American church leaders; a major
ityofCatholic respondents said they
thought those leaders had done a
poorJob. Asked Ifthoseleaders had
gone far enough Inpublicly apologiz
ing to the victims of cleric abuse,
nearly 6 in 10said they had not.

Poll respondents generally said
that the problem of sexual abuse of
children and teenagers was as com
mon in other walks of life as in the
priesthood. A majority of all those
polled alsosaidthattheproblem ^as
limited to "a few or hardly any
priests." a position held by most
Catholics as well.

American Catholics were over-
. whelmlngly in favor of allowing

priests to marry. More than 7 In 10
supported a married priesthood, up
from about half who felt that way 30
year.«i ago.

"We had an exceptional priest for
eightyearsandheleftthepriesthood
because he wanted to get married,"
said Melanle Baldwin, a 40-year-old
teacher from Durango, Colo. "We
lost a great man to marriage who
had been a priest for 20 years. 1
support priests marrying because 1
think it would bring better quality
mm into the priesthood "

How the Poll

Was Conducted

Tl» latest New York TImes/CBS
Newi Poll is based on telephone Inter
views conducted Sunday Uirough
Wednesdaywith I.t72 aduIU thnwgh-
out 0>e UnHed States. Of ttjese, «3
said their current religious prefer
ence was Roman Catholic.

Tlie sample of telephone exchanges
colled was randomly selected by a
computer from a complete list of
more than 42,000 resldenilal ex
changes across Oie country.

Within each exchange, random dig
its were added to form a complete
telephone numl)er, thus permitting ac
cess to listed and unlisted numbers
alike. Within each household, one
adult was designated by a random
procedure to be the respondent for the
survey.

The results have been weighted to
take account of household size and
number of telephone lines Into the
residence and to adjust for variation
In the sample relating to geographic
region, sex, race, age and education.

CaUjollcs were oversampled and
then weighted to their proper pn^r-
tlon of the population.

tn theory, in 19cases out of 20, the
results ba^ on such samples will
differ by no more Oian Uiree percent
age points In either direction from
what would have been obtained by
tedting out ell American adults.

For smaller subgroups the margin
of sampling error is larger. For CaUv
oUcsit Is plus or minus fWepoints.

In addition to sampling error, the
practical difficulties of conducting
anysurvey ofpublic opinion mayIn
troduce other sources of error Into the
poU. Variation In Uie wording and
order of quesUocis,for example, may
Jead to somewhat different resulu.

But 6 In 10Catholics surveyed said
they did not believe that celibacy
was a cause of the abuse problem.

While most of the Catholics sur
veyed had no opinion of Cardinal
Bernard F. Law of the Boston Arch
diocese, now under fire for his han
dling of these cases, those who did
were overwhelmingly negative.

Incontrast. Catholics voiced high
levels of trust and confidence In their
own parish priests, and said the
scandal had not affected their at
tendance at Mass or their contribu
tions. Most Catholics said they still
felt comfortable around their parish
priest and most — including the
mothers of young children — said
they wouldhave no trepidation about
leaving their child alone with him.

Most Catholics also said they be
lieved that their priest was in touch
with the needs of modem Catholics
— 65 percent, compared with 40
percent who felt that way about
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The complete results of the poll are
available at t^times.com/national.

church leaders; men felt particular
ly attuned with their parish priest.
While a majority of Catholics said
"thepopewasmoreconservative than
they are on issues of persona! moral
ity, a majority said their parish
priest feltaboutthesame as theydid
on these issues.

A majority also said that if their
son or daughter expressed an inter
est in becoming a priest or a nun.
they wouldencourage them to do so.

The scandal, in fact, highlighted
the complicated altitudes American
Catholics have toward their church,
and the gap in trust between the
parish and the hierarchy. For exam
ple,63percent of Catholicssaid their
priest had done a goodJobin dealing
with the sexual abuse issue; 49 per
cent said their local bishop had done
a good Job,and 27 percent said the
American leaders of the Catholic
church had done a good Job.

For all the debate over the ques
tion, many Catholics resist connect
ing the scandal to gay priests. A
majority said they did not believe
that the presence of gay men in the
church raised the likelihood of sexual
abuse, which some church leaders
have suggested. '

A majority of Catholics also said
they did not believe that there were
more gays in the priesthood than in
other walks of life. But American
Catholics were divided over whether
a gay man shouldbe ordainedat all,
even if he remained celibate. Men
were more likely than women to op
pose such ordination, and Catholics
older than 64 more likely to oppose it
than yoiingerpeople.

American Catholics also over
whelminglysupported the ordination
of women; more than 6 in 10of those
polled said they supported female
priests, up from more than half who
supported the Idea in 1987, when a
Times/CBS News poll first asked
that question.

As reflected in previous polls.
Catholicsdisagree with the church's
position onartificial methodsofbirth
control: 71 percent of those polled
favored It, while the church forbids
it Other areas of disagreement in
clude the death penalty, which is
opposed by the church yet supported
by most American Catholics.
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How Catholics View the Scandal
SCOPE OF THE PROBLM

Howwidespread do you think sexual
abuse of children and teenagers by
Catholic priests is: do you thinkmany
priests do it,a few priests do it,or do
hardly any priests do 11?

Doyou personally knowany of the
priests accused of sexualabuse?

MANY FEW

YES

m
NO

90

HARDLY ANY

HOW HAS THE PROBLEM BEEN HANDLED BY:

WELL

the pope and the Vatican?

U.S. leaders of the Catholic Church?

local bishops?

parish priests?

POSSIBLE FACTORS

Has the requirement of celibacy
increased the likelihood that priests
will sexually abuse minors?

Has homosexuality increased the
likelihood that priests will abuse minors?

POORLY

7BEEB

DECREASE2

INCREASE NOT A FACTOR

WHAT SHOULD BE DONE CHURCH

•If aCatholic priest is accused of sexual YKijn^iGMiwr . _
abuse, should his superiors give the
inforinalion to law enforcement? both

NA

2

Should a priest who has been known to
have sexually abused a minor be for
bidden fromparticipatingin parish life?

Should Catholic Church leaders in the
U.S. who mishandled cases of sexual
abuse resign from office?

PERSONAL REACTIOMS

Havecharges of sexual abuse against
priesls affected your;

attendance ai Mass in the
past month?

giving moneylo the Church?

Wouldyou be comfortable ifyour own
child was alone withyour parish priest?

Based on 433 current Catholics nationvirtde. interviewed
bytelephone from April 28toMay 1.2002. Percerilages
maynot add lo 100because ol rounding.

NO N A.

[iCE,
NO N.A.

MORE4

• No opinion


