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1
about the sexual abuse of minors

Jl. by Roman Catholic priests. An
epidemic springing up early in the
1960s reached tidal-wave proportions
in the 1970s and early 1980s.

How could we have missed such an
onslaught for so long? Yes, the abuse
waj secret, and yes, victims took years
to rsport. But to be unaware of an epi
demic engulfing no fewer than 10,000
victims until 2002, when The Boston
Globe reported widespread abuse, is
dumbfounding,

But the work is not Rnishetl. Now, a
furtiier, close study—likely to reveal as
much about our society as about the
Cati lolicChurch inAmerica—has to be
undertaken.

First the background: The Globe re
vealed that predatory priests in Boston
wer(* allowed to continue preying on
youresters intheir ch^e andbrought
to li^:ntsimilar cases in other Catholic
communities. The bishops — the re
sponsible and now humiliated adminis
trators of the Catholic Church — met in
June 2002 in Dallas and, directed by
their far-seeing leader Bishop Wilton
Gregory of Belleville, HI.,-created a
charter m which they proposed not only
to ca'e for victims but to unearth the
"nature and scope" of these crimes and
ultim.Jtely to discover their "causes and
contefl."

They drew 13men and women from
the Oitholic laity (including me) into a
Natio lal Review Board to oversee this
plan and to commission reputable —
preferably secular — public-health in-
vestigitors to carry it out. We selected
the Jo,in Jay CollegeofCriminal Justice
in NeN/York to a)nduct the descriptive
study '"nature and scope") of the prob
lem wiiich they now present.

Th(? study rests on asurvey ofchurch
records of credible claims of abuse
since 1950. liieserecords were surpris
ingly t iorough butcould onlyidentify
victmi;. who reported their abuse. The
John Jay observations thus suffer from
what public-health workers call "re
porting; bias." The investigators must
acknov/ledge that a pool of victims of
unkno'vn size exists outside their ac-
countirgandmight never come toli§ht.

The;/ also identifiedother potentials
for 4na:curacy, as befitsa reputable
proyp cfsocial scientists aware of "in-
ormational biases" that could affect

their O Dservations. These stemmed
from concerns about the completeness
of the records (particularly the older
ones of :he1950s), the tiiorou^ness of
effort in everydiocese,to respond to the

|EW PEOPLE expected what a
1^ national study revealed Friday

investigators' queries and the absence
of douWe-checldng.

However, one can have"confidence
in the John Jay conclusions. They re
ceived most remarkable cooperation
from the diocesan bishops—97 percent
answered the survey and reported their
records. And each diocesan audit pro
ceeded independently without knowl
edge ofthe results or modesof response
ftom others.

Irregularities in the quality of re
cordsacross dioceses or misrepresen
tations of the events by defensive ad
ministrators would produce an irregu
lar image with many conspicuous "out
liers" to any trend. Yet the picture
emerging is uniform across the nation.
The number of victims correlates with
the size of the Catholic population in
each diocese —more people, more vic
tims. The percentage of predatory
priests remains rather constant across
dioceses.

Confidence in the John Jay study
grows when one compares the report
with a Jan. 12,2003, article in The New
Yorfe 77mes ttiat described the number
of abusive priests revealed in public re
cords since I960. A test of the John Jay
report's accuracy would be whether it
increased the overall number of cases
by drawing on private records as The
New Yorfe Times could not. The results
show that it does, more than doubling
the percentage of predatory priests
(from 1.8 percent to about 4 percent)
and greatly increasing the number of
victims.

And John Jay confirms what The
New Yorfe Times only suspected. The
record of the abuse has an epidemic or
"outbreak" character, rather than one
suggestinganever-present abusive pro
clivity in celibate Catholic priests. By
extending its enumeration further back
to the 1950s, John Jay was able to show
that the Catholic clergy of the 1950swas
comparatively free orpredators.

"rtie report discloses that beginning
late in that decade or in the early 1960s,
dioceses began to hear about priests
who were sexually abusing children
and in numbers never seen before.
These complaints increased steadily
over the next decade and a half so that
in the mid-1970sand eariy 1980sseveral
hundred priests per year were discov
ered. Since then — essentially in the
past 20 years —a steady decline in re
ports suMests a dwindling of the epi
demic (aJthou^ one must consider "re
porting bias," given the time lag be
tween abuse and victim complaints).
Now, close to 4,400 priests have been
credibly report^asaousers ofchildren
over thep^ 50 years.

Beyondthese numbers, the John Jay
study reveals other remarkable fea
tures of this epidemic. Most notewor
thy, from the 1950s on, the numbers of
abused |iris orchildren younger than :
age 11were small and changed little.

The epidemic that ultimately engulfed
thousands of victimsaffectedIwys age
11 and older (post-pubescent, adoles
cent males) who were three to four
times more likely than other children to
be victims.

Although the number of identified
victims falls short of the true total, dis
covering morevictims would not alter
these prime facts.

Roman Catholic priests were the
agents ofa huge and unprecedented be>
havioral epidemic of homosexual pre-
datioa on young males, many under
their pastoral care, and the epidemic
went relatively unrecognized through
the 1970sand 1980s. The epidemic ap
pears to be abating — for reasons that
are as inexplicable as those for its onset
—even as concern for the discovery and
treatment of individual victims con
tinues.

With these prime facts confidently
identified, the National Review Board
has achieved the main purpose of the
"nature and scope" study—the first and
descriptive step in this investigation.
Now our board must take the second
step and commission analytic work to
reveal the "causes and context" of this
epidemic. We have gathered testimony
from people who were in some way wt-
nesses to the crisis, and we reported this
testimony Friday.

These observers point to problems
in the oversight of priests, as in their
recruitment, education and post-ordi
nation life. But failures of oversight do
not answer such questions as, why
these priests became predators, why
they were able to find so many victims,
or why this predation exploded in these
particular decades of the 20th Century.

To answer those questions, we new
analytic enterprises with expertise
comparable to John Jay's. An analytic
work of this type could illuminate such
important issues as the vulnerability of
victims, provocative traits in predators,
and motivating characteristics of the
culture. Ar the moment our board (and
indeed all our witnesses) can offer noth
ing morethaneducatedjesses about
such hidden causes of this epidemic.

In Dallas, thebishops called for help.
They believ^then —andmust believe
more strongly now—that they need in
formation to terminate the crisis, pro
tect diildren, heal the injured, and re
duce rampant speculation about the
causes.

They must press ahead bravely —
notwitmtanding their natural sense of
shame over this matter —with wh^ is
the first systematic study of sexual
abuse of minors in public-health his-
toiy Thispionee'ringworkwouldreveal
tothem howto prevent.any repetition of
this abu^ of their people. Indeed, all
American citizens could learn from
their efforts how to protect children,
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