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The abuse problem by clergy and the
response to abuse by Church hierarchy
and the Vatican is one that will be
settled only by structural reform
and a new more critical theology

and a new ecclesiology

(Keenan)
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SUMMARY
Occurrence of CSA

The Church is substantively but not wholly responsible for the occurrence of child sexual abuse
("CSA") in Catholic institutions. The principal factor that contributed to CSA i Catholic institutions
in the decades after the Second Vatican Council ("Vatican II") was an antinomian attitude of clergy to

the proper application of canon law to the governance, and moral and pastoral life of the Church.

Ideas and histories embedded in the theology of ordained and unordained religious life made children,
communities, law enforcement agencics and the civie polity vulnerable to considering the interests of
the Church ahead of the legal rights of Australian citizens who became victims of CSA in Catholic in-
stitutions. Conciliar reforms that give great autonomy to founders and religious congregations in a
culture of clerical antinomianism caused a partial breakdown in ecclesial governance contributing to

the occurrence of CSA in religious congregations.

There is a preponderance of evidence shows that from the mid-1960's successive bishops negligently
failed to follow canon law. This led to a partial breakdown in the governance and ecclesial life of the
Church. Clerical antinomianism concerning the proper application of canon law to the governance,
moral life and pastoral lifc of the Church rapidly appeared in the mid-1960's as a protest against more

democratic elements in the ecclesiology and theology of Vatican 11.

A dualism now lics at the heart of the ecclesiology and theology of the Church. Vatican 11 introduced
more democratic structures and envisioned the Church as the People of God while retaining hierarchi-
cal and institutional notions of the Church. Vatican 11 documents image the priest as both a servant
and leader of the People of God as well as a figure in a morally and spiritually superior celibate caste

within the hierarchy of the Church that participates in the cultic purity of the altar.

Mandatory clerical celibacy ("MCC") is an clement in both images of pricsthood and has been identi-
fied as a factor in the occurrence of CSA in Catholic institutions. Misuse of the secrecy of the confes-
sional concealed CSA by allowing clerical and religious offenders to alleviate feelings of guilt while

maintaining a public perception they were faithful to a MCC.

Attitudes and behaviors in society as a whole led to children being uncared for and unprotected. These
were significant factors in so many children being in Catholic institutions where they were abused.
Prior to the state establishing child protection agencies children abused and neglected in the commu-

nity suffered further because of indifference, lack of understanding and victim-blaming,

Prioritizing business interests ahead of compliance with statutory, regulatory and contractual child
protection obligations was a factor in the occurrence of child protection non-compliance in other
faith-based institutions. The illustratcs the mutually interdependent rcla-
tionship that cxists between factors in the Church and in society as a whole that contributed to the oc-

currence of and response to CSA over decades in one Catholic institution.
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Response to CSA

The response of the Church to CSA in Catholic institutions appears to have developed over time. By
the early 1990's the Church took fright at the size of compensation claims in the United States that
had bankrupted some Church authorities. The Church responded by deploying a risk management
strategy that protected Church assets, preserved the religious vocations of offenders, protected the rep-
utation of negligent bishops and provided an alternative to paying compensation to victims. The

Church developed a pastoral discourse that created a perception the Church was doing the right thing.

A secretive responsc to complaints of CSA in Catholic institutions can be explained in part by a con-
flicted historical relationship between the Church and secular authorities, the principle of the univer-

sality of the Church and the value of ecclesiastical independence which is an element of the principle.

The response of the Australian Church occurred in the context of wider political tensions within the
universal Church at an international level. Conservative Catholicism developed a political discourse
that claims CSA did not occur in the Church before Vatican I1, CSA has its origins in society, conciliar
reforms allowed perpetrators of CSA into Catholic institutions and the solution is to unwind Vatican II
reforms, and restore an exclusively pre-conciliar ecclesiology, and theology of priesthood and reli-

gious life.

Many candidates to the clergy since the 1980's appear to share this view of ecclesiology, and theology
of priesthood and religious life, the explanation conservative Catholicism provides for the occurrence

of CSA in Catholic institutions and the solution it proffers.

A tsunami of disclosures about CSA in Catholic institutions alerted the Church to the scale of a cen-
turics-old problem of CSA in the Church that pre-dates Vatican I by more than a millennium. The
Church appears to have been more concerned with preserving the priestly or religious vocation of the
offender than with acting decisively to ensure the safety and wellbeing of children and providing a

fair, just and reasonable response to victims.

Attitudes and behaviours in the community contributed to the response to CSA in Catholic institu-
tions. There were gender-based, and socially and institutionally constructed barriers to adult males
who form the majority of victims in Catholic institutions disclosing their experience of CSA. Law en-
forcement agencies were reluctant to investigate complaints concerning historical CSA. The relation-
ship between the Church and the civic polity created legal barriers to victims obtaining fair, just and

reasonable compensation.

Faith-based institutions have reacted to child-protection non-compliance in their enterprises in ways
that mirror some elements of the response of the Church. Attitudes and behaviours in the industrial re-
lations system that appear to privilege the interests of faith-based institutions appear to mirror some of

those that were displayed towards the Church.
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