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Sins of the Fathers

Pedophile priests and the challenge to the American Church

ROD DREHER

WHEN news broke in 1992 that former Catholic priest
James Porter, known for years to Church officials as a

predatory child rapist, had sexually abused dozens of chil
dren durino his clerical career, making his the worst clerical
pedophilia case in U.S. history, it was hard to imagine how
anything could get svorse for the Church. But as American
Catholics have learned since the wave ofclergy molestation
lawsuits began in 1985, new lows are always just around the
corner. , , , . .

Porter assaulted many of the children while serving in
the Diocese ofFall River, Mass., which
prompted the Boston Globe to report
aggressively on the assaults and the
Church cover-up. Under fire, an angry
Bernard Cardinal Law, the archbishop of L. v . '
Boston, denounced the media for what A
he believed was sensational reporting of
the scandal. Later that year. Law said in
a Gfobt interview that hisstaffhadgone
through past molestation cases the arch-
diocese had investigated and found no
cases that merited further attention

It wasn't true. While Law was fulmi-
nating against the press and assuring the
public that all was well with his clergy, a
Boston priest, Father John Geoghan, was
in the final years ofa36-year career, dur-
ing which he molested scores ofchildren
in at least three Boston-area parishes,
including a four-year-old boy and seven
boys in one extended family. Documents
show that the archdiocese had long been aware at its top
most levels ofGeoghan's abuse ofchildren. Law's predeces
sors knew about this priest, and they made sure Law knew
about himwhen he tookover in 1984-

Law nevertheless approved Geoghan as pastor of
St. Julia's parish, where he would go on to molest more
children. In 1989, following molestation complaints,
Geoghan, by then aveteran of institutions that treat sexual
ly abusive priests, went back into treatment. The archdio
cese then returned him to the parish, where he continued to

Mr. Dreher, formerly ofthe New York Post, issenior writer
for Nation^ Review Online (www.nationalreview.com).

molest kids. After leaving parish work in 1993, Geoghan
was assigned to the chaplaincy at anursing home, but con
tinued to seekout and abuse children.

By the time Geoghan was convicted in the first of three
criminal trials in early January, more than 130 people had
come forward, claiming to have been sexually assaulted by
Geoghan when they were children. Though the criminal
statute of limitations has expired in nearly all of the cases,
the Church has paid millions to settle civil suits in the
Geoghan matter, and faces 90 more suits—none of which

are being contested by the accusedi Following new revelations in the
uary 9^ conference in which he

assignment came after psychiatric and

would require all archdiocesan employ
ees to report suspected incidents ofcler
gy sex abuse to civil authorities.

Yet subsequent reporting by the

been in his nevy parish for a month

uation. And, reported the Globe, one of the two doctors who
gave Geoghan apass had no psychotherapy credentials. The
other, a psychiatrist, had no experience treating sexual
offenders, and had himself settled a 1977 lawsuit in which a
female patient accused him of sexual molestation.

It gets worse. Last year, pedophile Christopher Reardon
pleaded guilty to 75 counts ofcriminal molestation ofyoung
boys, some of whom he abused at the office of the Boston-
area parish in which he worked. Workers in the parish tes
tified before a grand jury that lawyers for the archdiocese
counseled them not to aid authorities looking into the mat
ter out ofconcern that the sexual activities of Reardon s
supervisor, Father Jon C. Martin, would open the archdio-
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cese to negligence claims. The workers testified that they
found condoms in Fr. Martin's bed, and that he often had
male overnight guests in his rectory bedroom. If it can be
proved that Fr. Martin was homosexually active, and that
that in some way caused him to be negligent in his supervi
sion of Reardoii, the archdiocese could be in for another
devastating round of lawsuits.

Molesters and sexual deviants among the Catholic clergy,
episcopalnegligence and cover-up, stonewalling chanceries
and empty claims that at long last the Church is going to get
serious about cleaning house: This is, of course, not a new
story. And that, say critics, among them conservative
Catholics loyal to Church teaching, is the real scandal.

AN ECCLESIASTICAL ENRON

"ForGod's sake,this is the umpteenth time something like
this has happeried!" says one angry priest. "The Louisiana
case [that initiated the wave of lawsuits against the Churchl
was 1985! This is 2002! How does Law have the hubris to
stand in front of cameras and say that now, now he's come
up with a policy?"

Accurate estimates of the amount of money the Catholic
Church has paid in damages and settlements to victims of
clergy abuseare impossible to come by, but informedsources
within legal and abuse-survivors' circles put the number at
between $600 million and $1.3 billion since 1984. The
Church is hemorrhaging both money and the trust of its
members. Morale among priests, the vast majority of whom
servewith integrity, has suffered.And manyplace the blame
squarely at the foot of the American bishops, whom they
accuse ofplacing the "good" of the institutional Church over
the welfare of the flock.

"The bishops have the mindset of company men,"
observes one priest. "Being company men is fine when the
company ison a growth curve. But not when your company
is Enron."

The analog '̂ to the disgraced energy corporation collaps
ing under the weight of its leaders' own malfeasance may
sound extreme, but consider what happened in Dallas in
1997, when a jury returned a staggering $120 million judg
ment against the diocese in a molestation case egregious
even by the abysmal standards of such matters. Church offi
cials, pleadingi that the Dallas diocese would be bankrupt
ed, convinced the plaintiffsto settle for $31 million instead.
Had the victims not agreed, the 400,000Catholics in Dallas
could have witnessed the sellingoffof many of their schools
and parishes.

"It is disgusting. It is revolting. It tries your faith," says a
veteran clergyman, a Dallas native. "But priestswho try to
speak out just get crushed."

The scandals involving Porter and Geoghan are arguably
the worst in modern times, but they are by no means the
only ones to receive national attention. Consider these
high-profile cases, all from the last decade:

♦ The landmark civil suit in Dallas primarily involved
Rudy Kos, a former priest, who was convicted in criminal
court of serial molestation of altar boys, and sent to prison.
During the trial, it was revealed that Church officials were

repeatedly warned that Kos was a danger to children, and
did nothing. After the verdict, Msgr. Robert Rehkemper,
former vicar general of the diocese, said in an interview,
"No one ever says anything about what the role of the par
ents was in all this"; also that Kos's child victims "knew
what was right and what was wrong. Anybody who reaches
the age of reason shares responsibility for what they do."
Michael Sheehan, the seminary rector who was advised
time and time again about Kos's attraction to children, but
allowed him to remain, continued to rise in the hierarchy,
and is now archbishop of Santa Fe.

♦ In 1999, the Diocese of Santa Rosa, Calif., already pay
ing out $5-4 million in child sex-abusesettlements from the
early 1990s, shuddered when DNA and taped evidence
proved that Bishop G. Patrick Ziemann had been having
sex with one of his priests—a relationship the priest
claimed Ziemann forced on him with blackmail. It emerged
that Ziemann,who resigned, had lostmillions of the diocese's
funds in shady investment schemes—^fraud forwhich he was
never prosecuted because, said local law-enforcement offi
cials, Church authorities refused to cooperate with investi
gators.

The Church is hemorrhaging both money

and the trust of its members. IVIorale among

priests has suffered.

♦ John Bollard, a former Jesuitseminarian in SanFrancisco,
filed a sexual-harassment lawsuit four years ago against the
Society of Jesus, claiming his superiors in the order pressed
him constantly for gaysex.When their claim to be immune
for religious reasons from sexual-harassment law failed, the
Jesuits settled the suit.

The ongoing crisis began, as a public matter, in 1985,
when a Louisiana priest named Gilbert Gauthe was con
victed of molesting a number of boys in the Diocese of
Lafayette. On the heels of the Gauthe conviction, the
American bishops and heads of religious orders received a
confidential reportco-authoredbythe Rev. Thomas Doyle,
a canon lawyer working in the Vatican embassy in
Washington. The lengthy document warned the bishops
that the Gauthe case was likely to be onlyone of many, and
that if they didn't act swiftly and decisively to clean out
their stables, the Church could lose an estimated $I billion
over the next ten years. It also cautioned that convention
al methods for treating pederastyare not effective.

The bishops shelvedthe report and,byand large, tookno
action, Doyle says today. Radicalized by the extent of the
problem, the damage to victims, and the hierarchy's inac
tion, Doyle sabotaged his ecclesiastical career by speaking
out on behalf of victims. He now serves as a consultant to
plaintiffs in civil suits. "Average people feel totally power
less when it comes to the hierarchy," Doyle says. "Every
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time I speak with a victim—and I've counseled hundreds of
them—I'm shocked by how deep the pain is. And in every
single case I've been involved with, I'm thefirst person from
the Church who has come to them with comfort."

It is true that the hierarchy, nationally, hasn't been entire
ly unresponsive. Some bishops have indeed mandated the
reporting ofsuspected child abuse by clergy to civil author
ities. The national bishops' conference recommended
stricter guidelines in the wake of the Porter disaster, and
issued a committee report in 1994 offering furtheradvice to
its members.

Someobserversbelieve that bishopshave gotten better in
recent years because they've become more sensitive to the
problem. Amore cynical view holds that they tightened up
because they were scared ofbeing financially ruined by all
the lawsuits.

Last June, Edward Cardinal Egan anda representative of
the Archdiocese of New York's insurer met with priests to
issue stringent new! guidelines for reporting suspected
instances of sexual abuse by archdiocesan employees. Yet
thesupposed new level ofvigilance in the chancery did not
prevent aNew York diocesan priest who had been named in
an ongoing sex-abuse lawsuit involving a minor in a Bronx
church from remaining in his Staten Island parish. Egan
suspended the priest pending the outcome of the lawsuit
only afterthe New York Post reported the allegations against
him.

.Three other priests named in the lawsuit—all Carmel
ites—had been taken out of the Bronx parish by the reli
gious order responsible for them. As oflast summer, at least
one was doing parish work in his native Puerto Rico, and,
when reached by plione by a Post reporter, admitted that
sexual molestation had taken place in the Bronx rectory
with the teenage plaintiff, but claimed that he had not
taken part.

TROUBLE AT THE TOP

Whydoes this continue to happen? For several reasons,
priests and others say. For one thing. Church law restricts
the right of bishops to move quickly against suspected
pedophile priests. Says one canon lawyer, "Inall fairness to
the American bishops, they tried to get the Holy See to
approve anexpedited process for laicization, butRome did
n't go for it."That'snot necessarily a bad thing, says Doyle,
himself a canonist. Accused priests are entitled to a fair
hearing, a right that may in fact be more important than
ever, given the risk that false accusations in the current
environment pose to an innocentcleric's vocation. In fact,
Doyle complains that the guidelines newly promulgated by
the Vatican orderingbishops and religious superiors to refer
sex-abuse cases directly to Rome are a step backward. "It's
an attempt to quickly solve the problem to reduce liability.
It actually further erodes credibility. The accused priest will
be tried in a secret tribunal in Rome. It enshrouds the issue
in more secrecy, and calls intoserious doubtwhether these
priests will receive due process."

Another reason for the inaction, say priests, is that the
kind ofmen who riseto the episcopacy are generally not the
sort who rock boats. "Mostbishops are very choice-averse,"

says Father G., a southern priest. "They were chosen
because they would do the things that were not unusual."
Says Father R., who serves in the Southwest, "Priests and
bishops see so much evil, it can deaden one's sensibilities,
so one doesn't have a normal kind of reaction."

Some argue that the age ofthe American hierarchy has a
lot to do with its demonstrably poor ability to handle these
problems. Most bishops today were formed in the 1940s,
1950s, and 1960s, before the widespread loss of faith and
the turmoil of the sexual revolution. They have been tem
peramentally and psychologically unable toadapt tochang
ing social realities, particularly the post-conciliar idea that
the life and governance of the Church mustbe more open
and accountable to the laity.

Another reason for the inaction is that the

kind of men who rise to the episcopacy are

generally not the sort who rock boats.

Others attribute the failure of bishops to act firmly in
these matters to a bureaucratic reliance on experts and
committees as a way of diffusing responsibility for difficult
or unpopular decisions. In Boston, this dovetailed tragical
ly with the culture of therapy, which medicalizes the prob
lem of radical evil and disables the common sense of men,
like Cardinal Law, who know better. Washington lawyer
Charles Molineaux, a Knight of Maltawhocalled for Law's
resignation in a recent Wall Street Journal column, observed
that "after 2,000 years of experience with sin and recidi
vism," it is surprising that the Church allows itself to be
guided in these grave matters by trendy psychotherapy.

Then there is old-fashioned clericalism, in which bishops,
particularly older ones, reflexively defend priests as if they
were their sons. And finally, the concepts of mercy, redemp
tion,and humility come into play. "What I have seen—and I
have experienced this myself—is, you don't like to judge
other priests," says a priest who is a top administrator in an
East Coast diocese. "We all have some kind of failing. The
first thing an accused priest says toa bishop is, 'Lethewho is
without sin cast the firststone.' They knowfi-om history that
almost every priest has a weakness of some kind, not that
they've acted onit.So when a priest says something like that,
the bishop thinks, 'Well, I'm not perfect either.'"

Take the caseof Bishop J.Keith Symons, 68,whoresigned
in 1998 as the head of the Palm Beach, Fla., diocese after
five men came forward to accuse him of having molested
them decadesearlier, whentheywere altar boys in hisparish.
Symons admitted the charges and left his post. Two years
later, to the dismay of victims'-rights groups, Symons resur
faced in Michigan, living in a convent and conducting spir
itual retreats for adult Catholics.

When the activist group Roman Catholic Faithful dis
covered that an admitted child molester was quietly
allowed by the bishop of Lansing to resume ministry, it
alerted the media, which reported the story. Not only did
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the Lansing bishop defend his action, but the bishop emer
itus, Kenneth J. Povish, denounced RCF in a newspaper
column as a "self-appointed vigilante group" and praised
the pederastbishopas a "wounded healer" who is "likely to
do an excellent job."

A PROTECTION RACKET

One disturbing facet of this willingness to overlook seri
ous sexual sin, say a number of priests and seminarians, is
the existence of a discreet but powerful homosexual net
work within seminaries and chanceries. A. W. Richard Sipe,
a psychiatrist and former Benedictine monk who has treat
ed scores of sexually abusive priests and has written exten
sively about the phenomenon, says that the reality of the
gay network is well known to clerics and others closely
familiar with the workingsof the Catholic Church, though
difficult to prove from public sources.

If orthodox Catholics want to force
I

positive change on the hierarchy, they

can speak out—loudly.

I

"I've reviewed over 100 cases of sexual abuse by priests. In
thereyou getthe documentation, which unfortunately often
gets sealed by the Church after they settle the cases," says
Sipe, who isan expert witness in abuse cases. "It'svery clear
that you can trace Ithe network], one person to another,
through a sequence of appointments, the sequence of who
follows whom in whatiposition, and how they got there. It is
a fact, and nobodycan sincerely deny it." A typical pattern
involves a priest becdming sexually involved with a semi
narian or younger cleric, and then the junior man following
his elder up the diocesan hierarchy. Sipe and others inter
viewed say this "bond of secrecy" introduces the possibility
of blackmail: Those in positions of authority are prevented
from acting against othersbecause theythemselves arecom
promised. It's a form of mutually assured destruction.

For the last decade, Church officials around the country
have been moving quietly, with somesuccess, to reform the
worst of the so-called "pink palace" seminaries. "It's not
official policy, but it would be very hard for a man with a
homosexual orientation to get into the seminaryhere," says
a top administrator in a major archdiocese. "Everybody
knows it hasbeen a problem, and bishops are tr>'ing to clean
it up. Butyou can'tsay that officially, because it will blow up
in your face."

A quiet policy of excluding homosexuals may not please
liberal Catholics, whose names and phone numbers tend to
be in reporters' Rolodexes. Some dissenting Catholics capi
talize on sex-abuse scandals to agitate for their pet causes,
including an end to priestly celibacy. (There isno evidenceto
suggest that celibacy tiims normal people into pedophiles—
and there's plenty of evidence that married men can be
pedophilesas well.)

If orthodox Catholics want to force positive change on

the hierarchy, they can speak out—loudly. The Rev.
Charles Fiore, an outspoken conservative priest in
Wisconsin, says, "Change is going to come only when the
laity stands up and says. Enough." Tom Doyle believes the
most significant development since 1985 has been an
increased skepticism of the hierarchy on the part of lay
Catholics, many of whomno longer trust the bishops to do
the right thing by their children, and will hold the bishops'
feet to the fire on these matters. And this often means being
uncowed by the bishops' stature, and unafraid to appeal to
law-enforcement authorities and the secular media for
remedy.

When Roman Catholic Faithful uncovered a secret
pornographic website for gay priests and clergy, it docu
mented the names, photographs, and writings of the partic
ipants and sent the information to members ofthe Church
hierarchy. "Nothingwas done about it, so we made all the
information public on our website," RCF president Steve
Brady says. "The press coverage got the site taken down,
and some of the priests in trouble."

Lay Catholics should demand more openness from the
institutional Church. Dioceses should open their books to
laymen as a matter of accountability and oversight. Doyle,
who as counselor to many victims is privy to settlement
details, says the people in the pews "would be absolutely
shocked to discover how much of their money was being
paid out on these settlements."

Similarly, given how poorly the institutional Church has
policed itself, there should be layboards to review diocesan
personnel files to make sure sex abusers aren't being con
cealed. "I don't want to hear about another new policy until
someone says to me that someone other than the fox guard
ingthe henhouse hasexamined the files," says lawyer Steve
Rubino, a leading victims' attorney.

Restoring the Church's credibility also depends on the
bishops' being less lawyerly and more Christian. Johnnie
Cochrane didn't come to save the world, Jesus Christ did.
This meansseeing those who have been raped or molested
by priests as suffering souls in need of pastoral care, not
moneygrubbing plaintiffs who deserve the brass-knuckles
routine.

One parish priest says he will never forget theday he real
izedhis formerboss, an East Coast bishop (nowretired), was
a true man of God. "We had to meet with a family whose
child had been abused by one of our priests. When we sat
down face to face with them and the la\\7ers, we told them
that the bishop had said his first priority was to do the right
thing. We told them our investigation had found that the
priestwas guilty, but that he had neverbeen in this kind of
situation before. We had removed him from any further
parish involvement. We told them that we didn'tbelieve we
had beenneglectful, but wewanted to helpthe family in any
way we could, because we recognized lives had been dam
aged, and we were profoundly sorr>'. And thatwas thebish
op's position.

"I looked across the table, and the family was crying," the
priest recalled. "The father said. Thank you. We never
wanted to persecute anybody. That was all we wanted to
hear.'" NR
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