
Pastor’s page: Our Hearts are Broken 

      The Pennsylvania grand jury report ripped open a wound for me with its graphic 
descriptions of the abuse of children by priests; a wound that had not healed fully since the 
Suffolk County grand jury report in 2003. I have written in my pastor’s page that the US 
bishops have put in place procedures and policies to deal with abuse by clergy. All who 
volunteer to work with children in church ministry, and all employees, deacons and priests 
who work with children must go through a police background check. All accusations of abuse 
that come to light must be reported to law enforcement. All clergy are now mandatory 
reporters and will be prosecuted if they do not report abuse. 

      When a charge is leveled against a priest, that accusation is reported to the diocesan lay 
review board. The priest is suspended, after an investigation, if it finds the accusation is 
substantiated. The priest is removed from ministry immediately. The lay review board may 
make a recommendation to the Bishop for permanent suspension from ministry. The 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith in Rome decides whether to remove him from the 
priesthood. A canonical trial may take place if the evidence is not clear. A priest found guilty 
is removed from the priesthood. 

       The Pennsylvania Grand Jury Report has led some to wonder whether the policies and 
procedures that I mentioned are being carried out. The public impression is that the church is 
not getting its house in order. But careful analysis of news stories and grand jury reports 
reveal that the dates when the abuse took place are from decades ago. New cases are 
exceedingly rare. Of course, any new case is one too many. 

      Because of cover-up by US bishops and their mishandling of clergy abuse cases in past 
years, the credibility of the bishops has suffered. Bishops may not be trusted by some 
Catholics. Jesuit Father Thomas Reese writes: “…the continuing problem, in other words, is 
not that the precautions aren’t working. It’s that the bishops have forfeited their credibility. 
People don’t believe the thing the bishops say, and people are not going to let the church 
move on. Things might have been different if bishops in the past had been more forthcoming, 
taken responsibility for their actions and resigned.” 

      Recent news that the bishops of New York State are going to have to respond to 
subpoenas of their diocesan personnel records, indicates that further revelations of clerical 
sex abuse will be forthcoming. Many other states will have similar investigations across the 
country. 

       Father Reese thinks that it is best if all the bishops voluntarily turn over their clergy 
personnel records to authorities. The names of priests abusers should be published if they are 
clearly guilty, along with how the Bishop responded to the abusing priest, and where he is 
located presently. “… Such full disclosure is important in the healing process for victims of 
abuse. Bishops hurt them by stonewalling and denying their experience. Now it is time for the 
bishops to validate their experience by full disclosure.” 



      I think that Father Reese has a valid argument. Let’s keep praying for our church during 
this time of great pain and anguish, as we seek healing for victims, new structures of 
governance by our bishops; and greater transparency and accountability. 

Peace, Father Bruce 

 


