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Child Sexual Abuse and the Catholic Church: A Multi-Layered Perspective 
I have chosen “Child Sexual Abuse and the Catholic Church: A Multi- Layered Perspective” as the title for this chapter because I believe that child sexual abuse in the Catholic Church is a multi-layered, multifaceted problem that needs to be understood and addressed in all its complexity. Approaches that focus only on individual actors without taking sufficient account of structural and systemic considerations not alone marginalise individuals but fail in the ultimate aim of prevention, healing and repair. 

A cursory look at global trends in sexual violence and even the brief​est review of the empirical literature on child sexual abuse cannot but lead one to the conclusion that male violence, sexual or otherwise, is not a manifestation of the unusual behaviour of a few “odd” individuals, nor is it an expression of overwhelming biological urge. Male sexual violence is rather a product of the complex social world in which individual agency and social structure combine to produce individual and social action.
 Following a similar logic, my thesis is that sexual abuse by Catholic clergy cannot be reduced to the unusual behaviour of a few “odd” individuals who are regarded as “essentially sick” or “evil,” nor is it an expression of over​whelming biological urge. Rather, sexual abuse by Catholic clergy is a prod​uct of the social world, cognitive understandings and the organisational context in which these men live and work. In an attempt to understand the problem in its multifaceted nature, I suggest that complexity must be kept to the fore and certainty might usefully be replaced by tentative 
and Compassionate inquiry, as we search to know: how did this happen, how can we respond to it, and how can the Church go forward?
As part of this inquiry I suggest that all voices are held and honoured and that no voice is silenced or disqualified. There are many perspectives on this problem and many people affected in different ways. However, the challenges inherent in having all voices held and honoured cannot be underestimated, as sexual abuse by Catholic clergy evokes anger, pain and hurt for different individuals, for different reasons emerging from their differing experiences. Whether we believe in one truth or many, one way of seeing things or many, or even heroes and villains, my experience teaches me that sooner or later dialogue must replace recrimination and blame, in the interest of healing and repair. This does not mean, of course, that there is no place for individual accountability, for expressions of outrage at the abuses that have occurred or for lament for the suffering that has been caused; but if individual models of accountability and individual and public expressions of anger and lament are all that are on offer, we might find ourselves working against hope and towards a very dark view of the human condition – one that can only lead to hopelessness and despair. I will return to these thoughts at the end of this chapter.

To begin, I would like to outline where I stand on the issue of sexual trauma and abuse and what motivates me in this area of research and thera​peutic practice. In doing so, I have come to believe in the importance of identifying one’s interests and motivations on sensitive topics of public importance, in the interest of transparency and accountability. I have come to this belief because I see the inherent potential of what I regard as “undis​closed agendas” to undermine good work. For far too long, the tragedy of sexual trauma and sexual violence in the lives of so many individuals, both survivors and perpetrators and those who love them, has become fodder for what Nigel Parton, a British Professor of Child Care, calls “the politics of child abuse.”2
 We can equally talk about the politics of child sexual abuse within the Catholic Church. Finding a place to stand and declaring it, no matter how tentatively, in the midst of such trauma and cruelty, emotion and complexity, is not only desirable but essential.

Whose Side Are You On?

Some years ago I was meeting with a young man who had experienced sexual abuse by a teacher (with whom I was working), at the young man’s request, in order to attempt to address some of the young man’s questions; questions that he believed only the man who had abused him could answer, and me because of my involvement with this man. The young man did not want to meet directly with the man who had abused him, but preferred to do so indirectly through me. The young man wanted to know if the man remembered him. Did he remember exactly what he had done? Did he show remorse? And did he have any sense of how his actions had impacted on this young man’s life?

Over the course of several hours, the young man and I spoke of these and other matters relating to justice and injustice, abuse and power, the small but significant strategies that children use to fight against abuse and the options and strategies available to individuals who have suffered abuse at taking back power. And in this young man’s case we discussed the effects of the abuse on him, the responses he made to the events that had occurred, how he had suffered and how he had worked to turn his tragedy into something that made him an even greater human being in the world. We discussed his hopes and dreams.

As we were just about to part at the end of a most moving, sad and pre​cious conversation, the young man paused and wondered if he could ask me just one more question. Looking at me straight in the eye, he asked: “whose side are you on?” In several years of doing trauma and abuse work, I had never been asked this question so directly and powerfully before, although it often hung “un-languaged” in the room. While there is an important story to tell about the sequence of events surrounding my answer to this young man’s question and the developments that unfolded over the next year with the young man, about the teacher who had abused him and in my own learning, the point of raising this here is not to develop the storyline of that event, but rather to illustrate that both men and many others deep in my personal and professional life have been instrumental in helping me 
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find a place to stand in undertaking therapeutic practice and research in the area of sexual trauma and violence
.

When I began to reflect on this young man’s forthright question, I realised that there is a dimension to the current problem that is beyond the obvious suffering of all and to which we are all recruited. It is the idea that sides must be taken for or against individuals and that in the politics of child abuse compassion must be rationed, or even withheld, from certain individuals. In the past, it appears to me, the Catholic Church displayed limited or, in some cases, no compassion for the children who were abused. Now, it is the clerical perpetrators and the identified Church leaders who are seen as having failed, who are denied such human consideration.

Notwithstanding the belief that “the truth” shall set us free, my expe​rience teaches that there are many dimensions of “truth,” and facing the “truth” of sexual trauma and abuse is a complex process. Despite common belief to the contrary, my experience suggests that the quest for one “truth” or a grand narrative that will explain this complex problem will not auto​matically liberate, but rather may lead to new injustices as some “truths” and accounts are marginalised and dismissed, as a new cast of actors are left without voice. It is important therefore that everyone’s truth is kept in view, without eclipsing the very important certainty that many children were abused by Catholic priests and religious, that many suffered deeply by such abuses and that many children were failed by the poor responses of Church leaders and by many adults in the societies in which they lived. Facing the many truths involved in sexual abuse by Catholic clergy is not an event but a process, and one that requires a human and spiritual infra​structure of compassion and support. For the record, I am on the side of all human beings who are trying to live their lives, in the only and best way that they can, with the resources that are available to them, and I am taking a radical stand against cruelty and hypocrisy and against abuses of all kinds, in the many ways in which they are manifest in this world.

For these and other reasons, I stand in solidarity with all individuals who have experienced sexual trauma and abuse and its after-effects, and offer help and compassion as they try to heal from their experiences. I also offer help and compassion to those individuals who have perpetrated these abuses, who attempt to restore personal dignity in the face of the hurt they brought to children’s lives by their abusive actions or in some cases by their inaction. I found this place to stand a long time ago in working with survivors and perpetrators of trauma and violence, as I walked and talked and sat in witness. I am grateful to this young man and many others deep in my own personal and professional history for helping me clarify my stance on this matter.

Child Sexual Abuse within the Catholic Church: An Organisational Perspective

Child sexual abuse takes place in many societies by individuals in all walks of life and in many organisational settings. The SAVI report empirically demonstrates this is so in the case of Ireland, and the annual reports of sev​eral organisations working in the area of sexual trauma and violence bear testimony to this fact
.4 Some clerics and religious often use this knowledge in ways that appear defensive, as though suggesting: “even if we are bad we are not nearly as bad as the rest, or at least we are no worse than them.” This 

is seriously misguided, playing into a most unhelpful binary that permeates the whole social discourse on child sexual abuse: “them” and “us”; good and bad men; good and bad priests; innocence and guilt; knowing and not-knowing; heroes and villains; angels and devils. That child sexual abuse happens in other institutions in society, such as the family, does not provide reason for complacency about its occurrence within the Catholic Church.
Child sexual abuse is not limited to any one Church or to any one profession, and its occurrence in relation to Catholic clergy is reported in both predominantly secular countries, where mass adherence to religious practices is weak, such as Germany
, just as in predominantly Catholic countries, where religion is very much part of daily life for some, such as Ireland. It is difficult to get a clear comparative picture of the international situation because of the dearth of empirical data. Apart from the military, which now includes women, and which has never subjected its recruits to pledges of celibacy, there is no suitable comparative organisation or profession. We just do not know of the prevalence of child sexual abuse within other professional groupings. However, as the Australian bishops advocated in a pastoral letter to the Catholic people of Australia in 1996, a study is required “of any factors peculiar to the Catholic Church which might lead to sexual abuse by priests, religious or other Church workers.
”6 This eminently sensible suggestion recognises the fact that whilst valuable insights can be gained from studies involving child sexual abuse in general, and from other organisations and faith communities that have experienced these problems, the distinctive aspects of the Catholic Church’s pattern of ministry, governance systems and theology of sexuality distinguish it from other organisations, requiring its own in-depth analysis. Any organisation that has been plagued by enduring abuses of power, such as multiple inci​dents of sexual violations of children and/or of workers, must investigate the specific organisational factors that may contribute to the problem.

Despite the multifaceted manifestation of child sexual abuse across the globe, it has one observable and undeniable feature: in the main, this is a gender-based problem involving men. While women are also known to abuse children and adolescents, studies reveal consistently that women are in a minority when it comes to this problem.
7 It is, therefore, even more incumbent on a highly gendered organisation such as the Catholic Church, in which women are structurally subordinated to men and excluded from some of its main functions, to investigate the specific organisational con​ditions that might favour such abuses. However, because of the complex​ity of gender relations, no adult can be complacent; we are all part of the problem, as well as part of the solution.

I will now turn attention to my research with clerical men who have sexually abused minors and to some of the conditions of clerical life that my research suggests gave rise to their sexual offending. For the purposes of this chapter, I will discuss only two features of the clergymen’s lives; other features to which my research gives rise are elaborated elsewhere
.8
The Theology of Sexuality

Maleness is a primary requirement for priesthood of the Roman Catholic Church; yet male sexual identity cannot be evident in actual experience.9 Since the Council of Trent (1545–1563), a manualised approach to cleri​cal sexual expression has dominated Catholic moral thought, based on a series of moral rules and regulations. At ordination and sacred consecra​tion, priests and male religious vow to act out a maleness in which sexual activity is eliminated altogether and sexual desire is sublimated
.

In proposing such an approach to clerical sexual ethics, which I believe to be part of the current crisis for the Catholic Church, insufficient help has been given to generations of clergy who have attempted, and in many cases failed, to live according to such moral norms; a fact that Pope Benedict XVI himself has recently come to accept
. In effect, attempts to control sexual desire and sexual activity have led to sex-obsessed lives of terror, in which the body is disavowed, sexual desire is a problem to be overcome and the moral superiority of vowed virginity is presumed.

Whilst it is clear that some men can grow to mature manhood and have fulfilling lives without fathering children and without sexual engagement, others cannot. For some men, the loss of that opportunity is problematic, especially if the loss is in part imposed. Despite this knowing, celibacy is rarely conceptualised in seminary formation as a significant human loss, but rather as a “gift” or loss as part of “sacrifice.” Celibacy is largely presented in religious or spiritual terms (at least it was in the past). A theology of sacrifice eclipses all human considerations. A de-gendered version of Christ Jesus and a sanitised version of Christian history are invoked, based on a reading of Scripture which is presented as “truth,” rather than a symbolic account that offers multiple interpretations.

Clerical men and vowed religious who are fortunate enough to have been formed in more enlightened theology and who have sufficient insight to mourn the loss of male sexual intimacy and of a potential family, adapt and redirect their generative strivings into productive lives, including those to protect and watch over the young and vulnerable.11 Psycho-sexual matu​rity and adequate relational support facilitate this process. However, other clergy neither achieve such psycho-sexual maturity nor have adequate relational support to live emotionally and sexually healthy lives. Clerics and former clerics have told me that many of their contemporaries drink heavily to compensate, others gamble, others use their power “to lord it over people,” and many engage in physical relationships with “consenting” adults
.

The clerical perpetrators who participated in my research could not openly acknowledge the reality of their sexual lives and losses, even long before they had to begun to abuse boys and/or girls. Nor could they deal appropriately with the losses that clerical life would bring. Rather, these men continually sought that which they could not have, attempting to sublimate and deny sexual desire, control sexual expression and live emo​tionally lonely lives.

My research suggests that while celibacy is not the problem that gives rise to sexual abuse of minors by Catholic clergy, a Catholic sexual ethic and theology of priesthood, which problematises the body and erotic sexual desire and emphasises chastity and purity over a relational ethic as the model for living, may be. When one adds the practices of self - flagellation into this mix, practices which mark the biographies of some of the participants in my research, at least in the early part of their clerical and religious lives, the unhealthy disregard for the mortified and sacrificed body that emerges from these, and many other clerical narratives, begs an important question: not why so many Catholic clergy sexually acted out in the way that they did, but rather why more did not? The theology of sexuality, which contributes to self-hatred and shame, needs serious theo​logical examination and revision.

Interplay of Power and Powerlessness

A second issue that marked the biographies of the clerical men who had abused minors and who participated in my research centres on the inter​play of power and powerlessness. Essentially, the structural contradictions of their clerical lives kept them inherently powerless while at the same time set them above other non-ordained or non-vowed men and women. While formation and the structure of clerical life kept them sexually and relationally immature, ordination and sacred consecration set them apart as elite, superior to other men.
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At ordination, a priest’s hands and his whole being are made sacred and he is conferred with extraordinary powers to administer the sacra​ments, transform lives and absolve sin in the name of the Church – powers that belong to him alone as a priest
.For vowed non-ordained religious, whilst the same sacred powers are not bestowed at consecration, the sense of sacredness of the chosen life comes from the idea that they have been “called” by God for this sacred role.

In a programme on ABC National Radio in Australia
, the following extract from a book on priesthood published in 2008 and written by Bishop Porteous, an Australian bishop and until 2008 Rector of an Australian Seminary in Sydney, illustrates succinctly the point I wish to make. Bishop Porteous describes the changes that occur at ordination:

A man once ordained is ontologically changed. He is a priest. Something mysteri​ous happens. It is an action of grace, and something quite real … The priesthood is not just the deputing of an individual to take on a particular role. It is more than a function; it is a radical reorienting of the whole reality of the person. He is changed at the level of his being … Ordination is not just the power to exercise the priestly of fice in the Church; it is such a transformation of the person that a distinctly priestly character can be identified in him
.
According to this theology of priesthood, which can also be seen in the writings of John Paul II and Benedict XVI
, the priest is not alone an instrument of God, nor a minister of the sacraments; he is essentially changed by virtue of ordination. He acts in persona Christi, not as a mere 

instrument of Christ’s work but rather as Christ’s real image and repre​sentative
.16 Influenced by this theology of priesthood, it is little wonder that priesthood was construed by clergy and laity alike as a personal gift and a permanent sacred calling, rather than a gift of service to the commu​nity. It is also little wonder that a corrosive culture of clericalism was to be borne from such a theology, which was to effect clergy and laity alike. I am coming to the view that the idea of ontological change, which is associated with a particular theology of priesthood, not alone sets otherwise healthy men (who have chosen a life of priestly and consecrated service) apart from ordinary men in an unhealthy manner, but also breathes a culture of clericalism that has been part of the sexual abuse crisis in the Catholic Church. Although the standard word on the topic from theological and ecclesiological scholars accepts that several models of Church are currently in operation, in my view one has been fostered by several recent papacies based on the notion of clergy as elite. Far from Baptism bestowing equal​ity as the rite of passage and as the vision, this ecclesiology gives rise to a dual model of Church in which the Church of the clergy is superior and more “holy” when compared with the Church of the laity. This version of Church can be seen as creating part of the climate in which the sexual abuse of minors became possible in the first instance and in which it remained undetected for far too long.
Emerging from Irish seminaries in the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, it is no surprise that generations of otherwise disempowered and immature seminarians became convinced that they were set apart and set above the Catholic laity by virtue of ordination. It is no surprise either that, despite intentionality and the theological acceptance of a pluralism of models, in 

practice generations of clergy and of Irish Catholic laity subscribed to a model of Church in which the institutional dichotomy between clergy and laity was ef fectively insurmountable. Even the reforms of the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965), which tried to humanise many aspects of the Roman Catholic Church, did not resolve many of the contradictions and dilemmas inherent in that Church, and even its attempts to chart a new theology of priesthood were not quite successful. While the messages of the Council led priests and religious to an understanding that their lives must no longer be devoid of intimacy, little guidance was of fered in semi​naries or in clerical life as to how such intimacy was to be achieved, or how appropriate professional boundaries were to be developed within the new atmosphere of emotional intimacy. In addition, my research suggests that Catholic seminarians of the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s and 1980s had little train​ing on the parameters of power and how to exercise power appropriately, while operating in a position of power as adult men and as ministers of the Catholic Church. Instead, their training had taught them to think of power in one direction only – upwards. Within such a context, boundary violations, including sexual violations, were inevitable.
In relation to the clerical men who perpetrated abuse, my research suggests that the men had a diminished sense of authority and autonomy in the personal sphere that overshadowed much of their conscious aware​ness of their power as adult men and as Church ministers. In other words, the men appeared to have little real awareness of the power context from which and in which they operated. Their primary pre-occupation with power was on obedience to bishops and Church leaders and superiors. They were also concerned about Church rules and regulations. The participants in my research were concerned about the people who had authority and power over them and less about those who were structurally subordinated to them in the Catholic Church – the laity, and within that, children and vulnerable adults. The participants in my research had little training in how authority should be exercised by them in their ministries, the obligations that accompany such power and authority, and the moral limits to its uses
.
To be sure, the men knew they could call children at will from class​rooms or other venues and that the child would have no option but to come. However, at the level of the sexual and the emotional, their narra​tives paradoxically indicate that they saw children and young people as potential “friends” and “equals.” In a manner that might be dif ficult for many adults to comprehend, the clerical perpetrators did not countenance adequately the power imbalances that were involved in their “relation​ships” and “friendships” with children and young people. Their principal preoccupation was one of personal and individualised inner conf lict and distress, mainly related to celibacy, sexuality and inner emotional turmoil and frustration. Many of the men did not feel powerful, despite the power positions they occupied in the communities in which they worked and in the minds of the Irish laity.

It does not appear to be the case that the abuse perpetrated by these men was about gaining power over the victims in order to feel powerful. Rather, their abusive behaviour was more likely to have its genesis in other factors: their interpretation of “friendship”; their blindness to their power position in Irish society, especially in the sexual, emotional and moral sphere; their preoccupation with Church rules and regulations; their fear of Church leaders and those in authority; their lack of empathy to child​hood sexual vulnerability; and their own sexual and emotional immaturity and loneliness.

In these circumstances, children and young people can be recast as the receptors for adults’ needs and feelings. The clerical perpetrators lived out of an unreflective script of private powerlessness whilst ministering in a site of unsupervised and unchallenged public dominance. This paradox is at the core of their sexual offending. A feeling of private powerlessness that eclipsed an awareness of the power context, from which and in which they operated as adult males and as ministers of the Catholic Church, became a deadly combination of circumstances that resulted in the sexual abuse of minors. This is at the heart of the abuse problem for the Roman Catholic Church. The picture of power relations is, therefore, a complex one. The clerical perpetrators were both powerful and powerless, and it is this constellation, rather than their power position per se, that is seen as contributing to their sexual offending.
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Whilst no excuses can be made for their sexual offending, in attempting to explain their actions at the level of power, I have come to the following conclusion: their experiences of powerlessness in the private sphere com​bined with their idea of power as accountability upwards, were devoid of facilitated introspection, as they were left unsupervised, unsupported and unchallenged to minister in a site of unregulated public power. It is this dynamic of power/powerlessness that is implicated in their sexual offend​ing. In such circumstances, the sexual abuse of children in the private realm functioned to preserve the priesthood in the public sphere – that is, as long as the secrecy was maintained.

Other features that are important in understanding the conditions of the lives of the clerical perpetrators are over-identification with the cleri​cal role, the failure of moral theology to enable good moral judgement, and emotional loneliness and emotional isolation. As already noted, these features of sexual abuse by Catholic clergy are elaborated elsewhere
.

Distinguishing Clergy from Each Other

Whilst popular culture and some professional discourses would have us believe that the disease of paedophilia singularly distinguishes clergy who abuse minors from those who do not, my research does not support this conclusion. In fact, in my experience many clerical men who sexually abuse minors do not fit the psychiatric classification of paedophilia at all. Research conducted by the John Jay College in the United States concurs
, arguing 

that whatever else is propelling sexual abuse by Catholic clergy it is not paedophilia
.20
I wish to offer another explanation for how we can understand the factors that distinguish those clerics who abused minors from those who did not, partly by asking a different question. Instead of asking why some clerics sexually abused children and adolescents, when others who may have had a similar training and life circumstance did not, I ask: what happened to some clerical men that enabled them lose contact with self and with sexual empathy for children, and how and when did this occur?

Based on my research and clinical experience, I see the seminary as a powerful site of socialisation for the clergy, setting the template for clerical behaviour and for clerical life. Within the seminary environment, those men who were to become the abuse perpetrators were rule-keepers by and large, who in some cases had histories of personal vulnerability by virtue of histories of childhood sexual abuse and childhood traumas and struggles relating to sexual orientation. They were also likely to adapt to seminary life by losing voice and sublimating self in an attempt to embody cleri​cal perfection and become what they believed the institution required. Other seminarians found ways to keep some distance, some elbow room, between themselves and that with which the institution and its promoters assumed they should become identified
.21 This latter group of men resisted the institution’s call for self-mortification and erected defences against the institution’s power to mould the self. Instead, they took up a position “somewhere between identification with an organisation and opposition 

to it,” always ready at the slightest pressure to regain the balance by shift​ing their involvement in either direction, either more towards the self or towards the institution’s requirements
.22 The template for clerical life was influenced by such adaptive styles to seminary formation. Unfortunately, the clerical men who were to become the abuse perpetrators did not resist the pull of clerical perfection and the mortification of self and personal identity that it required. For these men, the sense of selfhood arose through the status that the role provided, whilst their personal identities, which were merely “in formation” by virtue of their young age and in some cases personal vulnerability, were lost or hidden in the new achievement. These young men adopted the official view of clerical perfection, and tried to act out the role of the perfect recruit. They became perfect seminarians and initially perfect priests. They had been converted to the institutional role and identity, as they became what they thought the institution wanted, rigidly applying the institutional rules, losing contact with self and integ​rity in the goal of becoming perfect priests and religious. In so doing, they won approval from superiors and bishops and later the communities they served, but at great personal cost to psychosocial and sexual health and personal integrity. It is my theory that these are the men who were most at risk for becoming the abuse perpetrators, and it is out of this pool of men that the clerical perpetrators emerged.
The Response of the Irish Bishops to Sexual Abuse by Catholic Clergy

Much has been written on the response of the Catholic Church in Ireland to sexual abuse by Catholic clergy (see, for example, the Ferns, Ryan, Dublin and Cloyne Reports), and it is not my attention to cover that analysis here. Much can also be said about the broader Church responses to what is 

now a global Church problem, but I have offered my analysis of that topic in another publication
. Here, I will focus my comments on the Irish Church’s response to sexual abuse by Catholic clergy in the context of the broader Irish society in which this problem is currently understood and analysed. Notwithstanding the understandable public outpouring of anger at Catholic Church leaders for their mishandling of abuse complaints and their poor responses to the victims of abuse, I believe that social context must be restored to the issue of the Church’s handling of abuse complaints and that some questions might reasonably be raised about the conventional interpretations that are reified in current explanations. Whilst many issues deserve consideration
, here I will mention just a few.
First, my suggestion is that the privileged position afforded to some government-appointed commissions might benefit from critical analysis, especially in light of the literature on government-appointed commissions and their capacities for reinforcing government norms at the expense of a more critical analysis
. In the absence of scholarly analysis of these reports, public opinion is influenced by an uncritical reading of the revelations of these official investigations. These accounts are becoming reified as accepted explanations of why the bishops responded as they did, leaving many ques​tions unanswered and many avenues unexplored. Several commentators have pointed to obvious shortcomings in the Dublin Report
. For exam​ple, the decision-making processes that were employed in the Catholic Church in relation to the handling of the abuse problem are rather more complex than the published accounts or media representations suggest. In 

the Dublin Report, the role of the auxiliary bishops in the Archdiocese of Dublin is inadequately conceptualised. Similarly, the relationship of the Irish bishops to Rome is thinly described. The theology of obedience and its impact on governance within the Catholic Church raise more ques​tions than are addressed. The conventional explanation of the hierarchy’s response to the problem of sexual abuse in the Catholic Church, which has become a theory of “cover-up,” raises empirical and theoretical questions that require in-depth sociological analysis. My concern is that in isolating individuals from their systemic context as the objects of blame, further injustices may be perpetrated in the name of justice.
Second, we have not yet examined in depth the practices of other organisations and professional groupings, such as teachers, social work​ers, social care workers and health and justice workers during the relevant period, in order to develop an empirically grounded comparative picture on which to base valid and reliable comparative analysis. As our crime statistics in Ireland for the relevant period are also grossly inadequate, there is an agenda of comparative social policy research to be undertaken before we can say that any one group of adults were better or worse than the Catholic Church in Ireland in how we failed our nation’s children. I would argue that we have all failed the nation’s children and we are still failing them badly
.

It is clear from the Ferns, Ryan, Dublin and Cloyne Reports that, just like the accused bishops, neither the Irish civil servants nor the Irish politi​cal class responded adequately to the sexual abuse of Irish children. In a sad fact of Irish social history, Irish children simply were not prioritised. No one in Ireland stands outside of the responsibility and accountability 

dock on this matter, despite one’s relative positioning on the continuum of knowing. However, in the dialectics of blame, it is usual for blame to shift around in line with power relations, as pointing fingers at others and away from self masks or deflects the pain of such a terrible knowing of one’s part in the sorrow and abuse of so many children.
Third, in attempting to analyse the response of the Catholic Church to sexual abuse by Catholic clergy, it must be borne in mind that little research has ever attempted to follow the bishops’ learning curve and to analyse the points and junctures at which their thinking changed and why this occurred. In a most bizarre finding that defied its own internal logic, the Dublin Report concluded that the bishops of the Archdiocese of Dublin had not been on a learning curve from the 1970s until current times. There has been an exceptional growth in understanding of sexual abuse and sexual violence in the past forty years, and to suggest that the bishops of the Archdiocese of Dublin had more advanced knowledge of this problem and its parameters and of how to respond to it than other professional groupings in the world does not stand up to even the simplest scrutiny. Whilst it is clear that some changes in responses to victims and to the handling of sexual abuse allegations were forced upon the bishops and the Catholic Church by the pressure of the media, to assume that it was only media pressure that brought about such changes may be to obscure the facts of the bishops’ learning curve and of their subjective world of “truth.”

Despite my criticisms of aspects of the statutory inquiries into sexual abuse by Catholic clergy in Ireland, some of which I have suggested here, I fully accept many of the objective facts of those reports: that many Irish children were sexually abused by Catholic clergy and that their hurt was compounded by the responses they received from some senior Irish cler​ics to their plights. Many of these facts are beyond refute, and they have lifted a burden from many abuse victims and survivors who have at last been believed. It cannot be emphasised often enough how vital it is that we deeply remember this legacy of pain and that the accounts of the suffering of thousands of Irish children are woven into the collective memory of Irish social and Church history forever. There is a journey of collective healing and recovery yet to be undertaken.
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Thinking About the Future

I find it hard to reconcile the more general messages of love and compas​sion, forgiveness and justice that are embedded in the Gospels and that are often preached on Sundays in Irish churches by bishops and clergy, with the lack of compassion that I have seen in the past towards survivors of abuse and that I now see towards clergy who have of fended or the bishops who failed in their responses to the problem. In what I see as a simple systemic swing or realignment within the institution, the clerical perpetrators are cast out as the victims once were, leaving the systemic and institutional core of the problem still unaddressed. A recent publication on the archbishops, bishops and priests who served in the Archdiocese of Dublin 1900–2011 has completely written out of its history those men who have convictions for child sexual abuse
. Completely written out, even from history! Just as moving the chairs on the Titanic did not prevent it from sinking, switching around compassion will not save the Catholic Church from addressing the fundamental problems that it now faces.

In what sometimes appears like a cynical exercise in attempts to restore confidence in an organisation that is fundamentally in need of reform, I see a lot of political management of the child sexual abuse situation. That is of course not to deny or minimise the real procedural changes that have occurred in many aspects of the Church’s response to the problem, as increasingly victims of abuse are engaged with sympathetically, individually and in groups. However, as long as clerical perpetrators and individually named bishops are cast out emotionally and/or materially, the charge that the problem is being politically managed might continue to have some validity. Whilst some of the Church-led initiatives are indeed important and the merits of others have yet to be evaluated, others are not without unintended consequences, such as, for example, the apparent disregard for falsely accused clergy, as the Church’s own policies and procedures 

compound their problems and injustice. With a new focus on “manage​ment” and “risk” that would make most conservative politicians proud, a new hybrid language of social work, police work and legal-speak is increas​ingly coming to the fore as leaders of the Catholic Church attempt to lead the faithful in the new millennium … in the ways of child safeguarding
.29
Restorative and Transformative Justice

I wish to turn briefly to hope and repair and the need for a restorative and transformative infrastructure in which the reality of sexual trauma and abuse and the need for healing for individuals and for communities can be adequately addressed. While this is not the place to give a full account of restorative and transformative justice paradigms
, it is the place to sug​gest the need for such innovations. Research indicates that there are high rates of victim satisfaction after participation in restorative programmes
. Forty-three per cent of victims found restorative processes to be very useful, 

30 per cent said they were somewhat useful, 57 per cent would definitely recommend it to others and 21 per cent would probably recommend it to others
.When victims willingly met with the perpetrator of their crime in face-to-face meetings, the evidence shows that the victims benefited from these encounters
. Short-term benefits in the well being of victims and survivors were also observed, by reduction in post-traumatic stress symp​toms
. Studies on the longer-term impact of restorative justice initiatives for victims of crime are ongoing. In relation to perpetrators of crime, high levels of satisfaction were also reported following their participation in restorative programmes (53 per cent)
, and restorative justice was seen as an important pathway towards desistance for perpetrators (63 per cent)
. Fifty-eight per cent of perpetrators of crime said they would recommend it to others
.
The research on restorative justice suggests that restorative justice approaches to crime have produced more positive outcomes than any other innovations in criminal justice that have ever been rolled out across the UK and internationally
. Restorative justice is also reported to reduce crime more effectively with more rather than less serious crimes; and, contrary to conventional wisdom, the evidence suggests that restorative justice works better with crimes involving personal victims than for crimes without them
. In cases involving sexual crime, restorative justice approaches must always work alongside the more retributive justice methodologies of the criminal justice system. Restorative justice offers a philosophy and multiple methodologies for helping victims and perpetrators, clergy and Church leaders, and all affected by sexual abuse within the Catholic Church, as 

they try to heal, seek justice and rebuild their lives. Restorative justice methodologies that sit alongside the criminal justice system warrant seri​ous consideration in relation to sexual abuse within the Catholic Church in Ireland and elsewhere.
However, providing a helping infrastructure for healing and recon​ciliation does not mean that we blindly ignore the re-offence potential of men who have abused children or that we do not work to protect children. It is, instead, to suggest that we move the lens through which we view the problem – from individual to community, from fear to security, from despair to hope from hate to repair – and that we work to put all children beyond risk, help victims find justice and peace, and help abuse perpetra​tors find ways to take their place in the human community again. Central to this activity is an understanding of the problem in all its complexity, based on very deep introspection, honest dialogue and an elaborate concept of human rights and social justice. Often populist agendas and solutions seem to compound the very problems we are trying to overcome. Both clerical perpetrators and abuse victims are caught in such restricted fields of political and social vision.

As Kathe Weingarten tells us, “[h]ope is a resource. We hoard it at our peril … It is a human rights issue. Just as food, water, and security must be equitably distributed, so too, must hope. Whether we offer or receive, co-create or imagine, we can all participate in doing hope.”
 Nelson Mandela was right and hinted at the right direction when he advised that a nation should not be judged by how it treats it highest citizens, but by how it treats those who are seen as its lowest
.41
Conclusion

After more than twenty years of research and therapeutic practice in the area of sexual abuse, I have come to believe that preventing and respond​ing adequately to child sexual abuse by Catholic clergy is dependent on structural, theological and ecclesiological reform, as well as on individual transformation. However, while the sexual abuse crisis has served to surface serious structural and theological problems, what is indeed striking is how little attention has been paid to either structural or theological reform. The silencing of clerics who raise questions about such structural or theologi​cal reform adds insult to injury for many who wish to work for renewal. Unfortunately, the summary findings of the Apostolic Visitation in its Visitation Report give little room for optimism in this regard. Tinkering at the edges of the problem with new protocols and practices for responding to abuse complaints, apologies issued at regular intervals by senior clerics, monolithic child “safeguarding” infrastructures established at the inter​section of Church and State, and a modification of penal and canonical norms are not, in my view, getting even close to the heart of the matter. The time has long since come for dialogue. Interestingly, it is real dialogue that is being so heavily resisted.
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