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Throughout the whole Church, people are feeling some part of the ex­

perience that those who have been abused describe: outrage, shame, deep 

sadness, conflicting feelings, an urgency to do something about it. 

Because abusive behavior has been going on and covered up for so long, 

it has entered into the system, and we are now observing something like an 

epidemic outbreak of a disease. What we see shows that the Church adminis­

tration to some degree had lost its compass. Priests used other people's lives 

for their own purposes and needs, and the hierarchy was to some extent cov-

ering it up. 

It may be simplistic, but I think it is the correct perception, that what we 

do in terms of safeguarding measures, cleaning up and investigating, we don't 

do it with a fully committed heart and with full conviction; we hesitate to re­

ally get into the mess and admit the scale of its impact. We try to do it as if it 

were an add-on. We turn it on when we think we need it, switch it off when 
we don't. It's in the Church's DNA, it's inbuilt, but we don't use it; that's what 

people perceive. 

While it is true that for years many people in the Church have committed 

themselves to helping with healing and justice for victims, there is still the im­

pression that we are working primarily out of a sense of obligation, because 

the law and the public require certain measures. How can safeguarding instead 

become a matter of the heart in the deepest sense? 

Sexual abuse destroys the very basis of trust and that is the most im­

portant consequence of abuse. It destroys trust in oneself, in others and in 

God. If the abuser is a priest, a religious or a person within the Church, that 

becomes the identification of anybody in that position. Then there are many 

questions that concern psychological disturbance and feelings of guilt. There 

are very often conflicting emotions and attitudes towards sexuality. The usual 

question that arises is how can a person put together one's own identity re-

CONGREGAZIONE PER I VESCOVI 

SE VITO I DELLA GIOIA 

DEL VANGELO 

Atti del corso annuale di formazione 
per i nuovi Vescovi 

LIBRERIA 
EDITRICE 
VATICANA 



158 Rev. P. Hans Zollner sj 

garding what they are worth. Can I venture into a life that early on has been 

very often and very much harmed by such kind of abuse? 

Most victims with whom I have met, and to whom I have listened, state 

that the one important thing that they all long for is being listened to. It is 

something that is easily said and not so easily done, because it means that 

whoever the listener is, needs to be open in his or her mind and heart, and to 

empathise and understand the depth of suffering of the person abused. Many 

survivors say they would like somebody in the Church' s  hierarchy to listen to 

them. Normally, if the abuse has happened in a diocese, they would ask the 

bishop, or for a religious congregation, the Provincial. Some don't want to 

meet with any clergy anymore, so it would need to be somebody else. But all 

concur that the most important single element in a possible healing process is 

being really listened to .. . all say this is the possible starting point. 

What's next? We need better laws and procedures, but these are not 

enough. There is talk of getting all levels of the Church involved in finding 

a solution, but it seems that there is resistance to accountability at all levels 

as well. Appealing to Rome is easier. Taking concrete action is much harder. 

The Vatican II-era "Catacomb Pact" could be useful as a reference point 

to bishops today. 40 bishops of the Second Vatican Council met together at 

the end of the Council in one of the early Christian catacombs and commit­

ted themselves to a simple lifestyle and to giving away signs of power and 

prestige, effectively giving away control and asking for lay men and women's 

involvement in decision making commissions. And they (and later 500 other 

bishops) committed themselves to prioritizing pastoral work that put vulner­

able people at the forefront. 

We are at a moment of real crisis in the Church; I think nobody can 

deny that. So what does it mean? We need to return to our roots. And the 

roots have always been the simple, committed and consistent lifestyle that 

Jesus Christ lived and asks us to live: focusing our attention on God and our 

neighbors, and not on our own seemingly indispensable comfortableness and 

signs of power, prestige and privilege. It means really sharing power, asking 

lay experts for advice and following it, having functioning checks and balances 

in church administration, not showing favoritism when choosing personnel, 

promoting honest and constructive feedback, foregoing personal favors and 

privileges. The martyrs buried in those catacombs remind us that the Gospel 

costs something, sometimes death. But even if there is no martyrdom in the 
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physical sense, at least there can be some kind of evidence in our own lives 

that following Jesus Christ has a cost. 

I hope that bishops understand now once and for all that they have to live 

out their mission and responsibility morally, canonically and spiritually. And 

beyond sheer and simple compliance, are they determined and committed 

with their whole heart to do whatever can be done so that no more people are 

harmed, and all who have been harmed receive justice? 

I think it is no longer enough to invest a little bit more, to apologize with 

different words, to show more contrition. The time has come for a much 

deeper change, in Christian terms, a "conversion of the heart". That means 

following wholeheartedly Jesus' call to put the most vulnerable ones at the 

core of our attention and mission. This is not, as it has been handled until 

now by many as if it were an additional task that needs to be addressed now, 

and after some time we can go back to our "real" ministries. This is the DNA 

of the Church and it needs to be automatic, without thinking twice about it, 

in all our thoughts, planning and actions. 

The law alone does not solve problems. Yes, we need standards and strat­

egy, but culture eats strategy for breakfast and law does not change culture on 

its own. People are not complying with the law (e.g., they commit murder and 

cheat, although they know it's wrong and will be punished). Why are they not 

compliant? Because they aren't really convinced. With regards to safeguarding, 

there is an interplay between policies, norms, procedures, guidelines and can­

on law on one hand, and on the other hand one's attitude and willingness to 

cooperate - not because I am compelled but because I readily, spontaneously 

and naturally do whatever can be done so that young people are safe and those 

who have been harmed receive all the help and support tl1ey are entitled to. 

A major theological question for me is: What is the role of the priest 

today? What does a priest do today? We see in most countries, at least in 

the West, that they do all kinds of things that don't necessarily have to do 

with priestly pastoral and spiritual ministry: administration, bureaucracy, and 

organization, for which tl1ey have not always received specific training and 

supervision. Can you bring from within tl1e theology of priesthood (and you 

may add episcopacy) what is essential and how should it be defined today? 

Likewise how do we understand being a Church in the world today? What 

do we need to learn from modern society, modern science and modern ad­

ministration? There is a model of theology that is disconnected from all of 

this, and people may say theology is a completely different cup of tea, but 
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do we not need to reflect within the context of the day-to-day life in which 
we live? For example, in an era of mass communication, of social media, of 
transparency, of authenticity, etc., don't we need to reflect on its impact on 
our faith life, the relationships among us and our relationship with God? 

The key to prevention is people becoming aware of abuse that is hap­
pening, speaking out, being informed where to report it and then seeing that 
due process is being fulfilled. I would like to warn against any impression that 
abuse will be over once and for all. From my point of view this would be 
a dangerous illusion, because evil will be with us and we will not be able to 
exclude abuse from happening simply because we introduce new guidelines. 
These are necessary and very important steps but never completely sufficient 
ones in the sense that we will never be able to exclude somebody abusing 
another person. 

This is why we will need to continue education and dissemination of 
information about reporting, etc. This is the work of the Centre for Child Pro­

tection (CCP) of the Pontifical Gregorian University. We have online train­
ing programs and residential programs for future safeguarding officers. We 
believe that this is the way change can come about over time and how the 
Church lives out the mission that is in her DNA (cf. http:// childprotection. 
unigre.it/ ). 
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