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After briefly reviewing the agenda and reminding the standing room only attendees of the upcoming vigil at St. Agnes on June 1st, Joan Hopkins introduced John Ryan who led the group in an opening prayer and meditation.

Joe Kern, Legislation Committee, gave a brief report on the status of the statute of limitations legislation. He predicted that the NYS Assembly would approve it, once again. He urged everyone to continue to lobby their Senators and distributed a sample letter of support for the legislation.

BISHOP GEOFFREY ROBINSON - SPEAKER

Pat Peone introduced Bishop Robinson noting the importance of his voice concerning the abuse of power and sex in the Catholic Church.  She reported that in 1994, Bishop Robinson was named to a task force charged with developing guidelines for dealing with the sexual abuse crisis in Australia.  From 1997 to 2003, he co-chaired this task force which studied the issue and made recommendations.  Unfortunately, these recommendations were met with silence.  Bishop Robinson’s experience on the task force along with his own past victimization by an abuser, although not a priest, led him to write the book Confronting Power and Sex in the Catholic Church: Reclaiming the Spirit of Jesus.

Bishop Robinson thanked VOTF for inviting him to speak.  He noted that his participation on the task force changed him in many ways and he could not go back.  The taskforce was charged with coming up with a national response to the sexual abuse crisis.  They interviewed all of the victims, spoke to the offenders as well as the Bishops.  While there were successes, there were many failures.  He recommended:

· A study of the more immediate causes of sexual abuse: unhealthy psychology in individuals, unhealthy ideas and unhealthy living conditions.  When these three factors are present, it creates a murky world where abuse can occur.  The institutional factors contributing to these conditions must be examined and changed.

· The Church’s inadequate response to the abuse must be examined for it was the lack of response, which was the greater scandal.  Bishops are neither malicious in general nor incompetent.  The question is why intelligent men did not act as expected or hoped.  Once again, we must look to the institutional aspects of the issue.


· These two studies will lead us to the study of power and sex in the Church.  The key will be to look at the institutional thinking and processes.


In order to counter abuse, Bishop Robinson argued that we must be free to ask questions about power and sex in the institutional Church.  This is the nexus of the difference between him and his critics.  They start at the top and he is starting from the bottom and going up to ask questions and taking it wherever it leads. To do otherwise would have us respond to abuse while blindfolded and handcuffed.

Power:

There is a misunderstanding of a sentence in a letter to the Hebrews.  One interpretation is the High Priest is a human being who is put in charge of things pertaining to God on behalf of the people.  Another, the Greek/Latin interpretation, is that the High Priest reigns over the people.  Bishop Robinson argued that this latter interpretation is unhealthy and contributed not only to the sexual abuse, but the abuse of power.  It denies the essential humanity of priests and establishes a false relationship within the community.  He pointed out that it is not easy to dispel this mystique for a priest who tries to be human must deal with his superiors and the faith community who want to keep him on a pedestal.  The concept that if priests can’t be perfect, they must at least appear to be is very dangerous.  Bishop Robinson stressed that priests must be able to be imperfect.

In terms of Papal authority, he described how the concept of infallibility, which can only be specifically invoked in an official manner, is often incorrectly applied to silence discussion of many key issues in the church. This tendency along with historical positions long held on issues make it almost impossible to enact changes. Bishop Robinson cited a number of examples. The Human Vitae Encyclical was issued by the Pope, but without infallibility. Since then, so much Papal and Church effort has been spent in promoting the concepts of this document, it would now be difficult to admit it contained errors. The same principle applies to the issues of women priests and obligatory celibacy. With these issues, moreover, there is a long historical precedent.  To change the rules now would suggest that Popes over the past 1,000 years may have made mistakes, and this would undermine Papal authority.  For example, celibacy is denied as having any relationship to the cause of sexual abuse and, instead, homosexuality is held up as the scapegoat.

Cultural:

Bishop Robinson pointed out that appearance is a matter that runs deep in Italian culture, which permeates the Papacy.  While there is some truth to the concept of appearance, it is wide open to abuse for the natural tendency is to hide anything negative.  The hierarchy, therefore, must not only defend teachings, but appearance as well.  Each Bishop takes an oath of loyalty to the Pope and there is a very high value placed in the Church on being a ‘Pope’s man’.  During the abuse crisis, this was a source of conflict for Bishops. i.e. between his duty of loyalty to the Pope and his duty to the victims.  Bishop Robinson posed the question of how 


different things would have been if Pope John Paul had embraced the issue 20 years ago and directed the Bishops to act.  It is important to note that there are over 1,000 years of history behind the system described and it is deeply rooted in

culture.  As a result, it will be extraordinarily difficult to change. In responding to the crisis, we must first address the immediate causes: the offenders themselves and the institutional factors that not only contributed to the abuse, but also the cover up.
Sex:

Bishop Robinson noted that in the Old Testament, there are 2 principles of ethics that are important regarding sexual relations-the principle of property and purity.  In the Old World, the cornerstone of society was not the individual, but the family.  Each family was organized around the male, with women, slaves and children as his property. Purity was achieved by ritualized cleansing for all things could cause uncleanness.  Jesus abolished these principles.  He held that a man who has sex with an unmarried woman still commits the sin of adultery against his wife and that nothing outside the body can make us unclean. The problem experienced by the early Church in abolishing these principles was partly due to the void in saying what should be put in their place.  As a result, some elements of these principles continued through history.  An example is celibacy for it is unclean for a priest to have sex with a wife, but it is not so for a minister. 

Within the Catholic Church, sex is viewed as natural and unnatural.  Natural sex involves two elements: unitive and procreative.  Without these elements, sex is unnatural and a direct sin against God. The consequences of this position are unhealthy for it encourages the idea of an angry God.  In respect to the sexual abuse crisis this led to an emphasis on the sin against God, as the more serious offense, rather than the sins committed against the victims. This belief played a part in the motivation for secrecy in responding to the crisis.  Church teaching must hold that love and putting others first is the basis of sexual relations. God only gets upset with sexual thoughts or acts if they are harmful to the other person, community, or self.

Bishop Robinson closed with a list of requirements to bring about change:

· Change will be difficult since it requires a change in a 1,000-year-old culture.  We are challenged not to ask questions and the investigations to date have focused on the individual offenders or Bishops.  The Church is not doing enough investigation of the causes. Celibacy is certainly not the sole factor, but we can’t say it did not contribute.  Any serious study of the issue must be conducted without limitations and must take into account the institutional factors that contributed to the crisis. Moreover, no study will be adequate unless it looks at all matters relating to sexuality in the Church.

· Confronting Bishops will not in of itself affect change.  Change must come from the Pope.  We need to learn to work with the Bishops rather than against them.  A new culture is required which provides the freedom for healthy conversation.  This conversation needs to take place not only with Church leaders, but also 


throughout the Church.  The more people that are involved the better: this will  promote clarity of ideas and enhance chances to bring about change.  Church leaders are embarrassed and humiliated and still have much to do to face the future with clear consciences. They are therefore reluctant to engage in conversation. Bishop Robinson Bishop Robinson suggested raising the following issues: shaken faith in the Church, our role as parents and the need to protect children. Catholics deserve honest conversation regarding the matter of sex and the Church.

· Pope John Paul should have handled cases more effectively and displayed more leadership, e.g., Father Marcial Marciel.  Part of the problem with the handling of the crisis was that each diocese and religious order responded separately.  As a result, the responses varied and the Church was judged by the worst cases.  Pope John Paul failed to respond and as a result, the whole Church suffered for a lack of coordinated response. Despite Pope Benedict’s recent efforts, he should make a direct apology to victims while surrounded by the Cardinals.  This apology should address the causes and offer assurances for future protections.

Bishop Robinson closed by noting that despite the reaction by some to his book, it was not intended as a rebuke, but a vehicle to bring about a better Church.  He envisions growth through freedom, conversation rather than confrontation and an environment where holy men and women can share a full life in the Church. At the conclusion of his talk, Bishop Robinson received a standing ovation. An extensive question and answer period followed.

Dan Bartley presented Bishop Robinson with VOTF’s Priest of Integrity Award for his compassion, pastoral leadership and courage in responding to the sexual abuse crisis.  The award also recognized Bishop Robinson’s confrontation of the causes of the crisis at a time when more that ever, there is a need for such witness from a member of the hierarchy.  This presentation prompted another standing ovation.

The meeting closed with a prayer.
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