
The Scourge of Sexual Abuse in the Church
A Pastor’s Perspective

As your pastor, I need to respond to the tremendous amount of righteous anger – anger that I share with the 
Catholic faithful – over the recent compilation of records by the grand jury regarding clergy sexual abuse in 
Pennsylvania. Let me start by echoing what many Church leaders have said, that I am heartbroken and sorry about 
what has transpired in the Church. I continue to pray for the many who have been victimized.

Throughout my formation and 25 years of priesthood, clergy sexual abuse has painfully surfaced on multiple 
occasions, leaving many to believe that seminarian formation on this issue is probably negligent and lacking. I want 
to chronicle my experience. First, thirty years ago this month, I presented myself as a candidate for the seminary. I 
submitted to rigorous testing and an interview with a psychologist to assess if I was psychologically healthy, which 
no doubt included tests that gauged any propensity to abuse children. I received a clean bill of mental health.

My understanding of sexual abuse unfolded gradually, beginning early in my formation when my seminary 
formators invited a woman to do a series of dramatic presentations, including one about sexual abuse. There 
were no words in her presentation. She introduced us to a generic abuse victim and then identified abusers by 
putting different masks over her face: a parent, a teacher, a policeman, a coach, a scout leader, a store clerk, and a 
stranger. As a naive 22-year-old seminarian, I was shocked when she also added a priest mask. It was the first time 
I came face to face with a sobering reality – that abusers come from all walks of life, including in the ranks of the 
priesthood. 

From the beginning of my formation in the late 1980s, there were classes and multiple discussions about proper 
ministerial boundaries. We had celibacy/sexuality workshops and discussed appropriateness around minors and 
adults alike. During my formation, a tide was turning. There was a concerted effort to address a ministerial identity 
in the modern world that conformed to the healthy demands of celibate priesthood.

One of my seminary ministry assignments was at a center where I learned about and showed support to sexual 
abuse survivors. I also spoke with abusers in a penitentiary treatment program. I will never forget one of the 
incarcerated abusers. He relayed that his therapist had explained that as late as the early 90s, his attraction to 
children was like a warped sexual orientation – that it would never go away, and he would need monitoring when 
he was released, as a fall from grace would include the victimization of children. It took me weeks to recover from 
the idea that this man would one day actually be on the streets again.

In time, I became aware that 1 in 3 girls and 1 in 7 boys (and boys tend to underreport) in the United States are 
sexually abused before they reach adulthood by men and woman of all walks of life. In 1995, as a member of our 
diocesan presbyteral council, I helped write the first draft of our diocesan protocols for ministry to minors. As 
the protocols were later presented and mandated, I remember seeing confused looks among the majority of my 
brother priests who found the thought of such horrific boundary violations to be inconceivable within our ranks. 
Little did most of these men know…

By 2002, the Charter for the Protection of Children and Young People was established, which included a 
comprehensive set of procedures established by the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) for 
addressing allegations of sexual abuse of minors and guidance about reconciliation, healing, and accountability. 
This included sweeping changes in how we operate on the parish level.

If I can use an analogy, at first, the attitude toward these changes was a lot like the response to wearing seat belts 
when laws were passed that made them mandatory in moving vehicles. Priests and laity alike were concerned 
by the layers of protective measures and how we would ever make them work at parishes: mandatory criminal 
background checks (including our clergy); our child safety protocols and periodic safety education programs 



(including our clergy); guidelines about chaperones on youth outings; rules about interactions with minors being 
“observable and interruptible;” and so on.  

But just as we eventually came to terms with wearing seat belts, we also got used to these critical measures to 
protect children from those who would potentially hurt our young people. That is, if you want to participate 
in youth activities at Our Lady of Mt. Carmel Church as an adult, our Safe and Sacred program and a criminal 
background check are non-negotiable. Likewise, compliance with diocesan guidelines is an absolute part of our 
parish reality.
 
The stories of abuse coming from Pennsylvania date back to the 1940s from six dioceses that serve 1.7 million 
souls. Many of these abusers are dead, and the rest who have substantiated charges against them do not function as 
priests. It is important to remember that over the course of this same period, thousands of priests faithfully served 
the People of God in Pennsylvania as well as here. They also maintained their promises of celibacy to Christ and 
his Church. These innocent priests are victims, too.

Most of the current anger involves the gross mismanagement of these cases by bishops. Attached to this reflection 
is a link to the statement by Cardinal Daniel N. DiNardo of Galveston-Houston, President of the USCCB, that 
outlines the episcopal response that was provided to us by our own Bishop Timothy Doherty, who chairs the 
USCCB's Committee for the Protection of Children and Young People. In a recent letter to priests, Bishop Doherty 
commented on new accountability measures of American Catholic Bishops. He wrote, “I can tell you that a reform 
of policy and practices is under way. I am part of talks about how this will be configured. Serious discussions 
started when we became aware of Archbishop McCarrick’s abuses.”  

So how do we move forward at Our Lady of Mt. Carmel? First, we will continue to enforce the policies of the 
diocese. They have my full support and attention at our parish. Second, we have arranged for a day of listening 
this Wednesday for parishioners who need a dedicated ear of one of our priests or staff members (see the attached 
announcement). Third, pray the attached prayer for those who have been sexually abused. Fourth, I have attached 
several links that provide insightful information, most of which were provided by Bishop Doherty. Lastly, to 
supplement our diocesan policies, as a parish, we have invited Prevent Child Abuse Indiana to conduct a two-hour 
training called Stewards of Children for our teachers, staff, and administrators that is scheduled for September.   

Finally, I want to answer a question that has been directed to me on multiple occasions after suffering the 
embarrassment of clergy sexual abuse. That is, “Why do you remain a Catholic and a priest?” I have always held 
fast to the conviction that I will never leave Christ because of Judases. While I am horrified by the actions of a 
few, I am even more committed to the Church as God’s instrument of salvation. I also have tremendous faith in 
the People of God inspired by the Holy Spirit that will save the Church in collaboration with faithful bishops and 
priests. In 2015, Pope Francis said that for the past 2,000 years, “many forces have tried, and still do, to destroy 
the Church, from without as well as within, but they themselves are destroyed and the Church remains alive and 
fruitful.”  

May God bless us during this time of trial.  

Fr. Richard Doerr
Our Lady of Mt. Carmel Pastor





A Prayer For Healing Victims of Abuse

God of endless love, 
ever caring, ever strong, 
always present, always just: 
You gave your only Son 
to save us by the blood of his cross. 

Gentle Jesus, shepherd of peace, 
join to your own suffering 
the pain of all who have been hurt 
in body, mind, and spirit 
by those who betrayed 
the trust placed in them. 

Hear our cries as we agonize 
over the harm done to our brothers and sisters. 
Breathe wisdom into our prayers,
soothe restless hearts with hope,
steady shaken spirits with faith: 
Show us the way to justice and wholeness,
enlightened by truth and enfolded in your mercy. 

Holy Spirit, comforter of hearts, heal your people's wounds 
and transform our brokenness. 
Grant us courage and wisdom, humility and grace,
so that we may act with justice and find peace in you. 
We ask this through Christ, our Lord.

Amen.

Statement from Cardinal DiNardo, President of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops
   http://usccb.org/news/2018/18-139.cfm

Report about child protection in the Church
   https://tinyurl.com/yarzrhjl

Our Diocesan Safe Environment Information
   https://dol-in.org/safe-environment-1

Reflection by Bishop Robert Barron 
   https://www.wordonfire.org/resources/article/the-mccarrick-mess/5873/

Bishop Kevin Rhoades’ Response
   https://tinyurl.com/y96y464d

Helpful Resources


