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Perspectives differ on Vatican-Irish meeting

By John Thavis
Catholic News Service

VATICAN CITY — For Vatican
and Irish participants, the two-
day meeting on the handling
of priestly sex abuse cases
was a major accomplishment,
combining a frank admission
of mismanagement with truly
collaborative discussions on
how to avoid such mistakes in
the future.

However, for much of the
wider public, especially in Ire-
land, the meeting Feb. 15-16 fell
short of expectations and was
remarkable for whatitdidn’tdo:
no bishops were fired, no abuse
victims were heard and Pope
Benedict XVI made no plans to
visit Ireland and build bridges
to alienated Catholics.

“Papal whitewash” and “The
pope has ‘washed hands’ of our
abuse” were two not untypical
headlines in Irish newspapers
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the next day.

The encounter highlighted
thedilemmafacingthe popeand
other Vaticanofficials astheytry
to defuse the pastoral crisis in
Ireland. By convening the bish-
ops, the pope clearly signaled
his deep interest and concern
over the scandal. Because the
meeting was not designed to
produce “marching orders” or
even policy decisions, it was
bound to leave some disap-
pointed.

Managing expectations on
a topic this explosive is never
easy. In this case, the antici-
pated agenda of the meeting
was inflated by media reports
that spoke of a shake-up of the
church hierarchy in Ireland or
a grand papal gesture. Even
the word “summit,” used by the
pressbutnot bythe Vatican, sug-
gested there would be high-level
conclusions.

Instead, the results were
much more about information-
sharing than decision-making.
There were several reasons
for that:

- Irish bishops have already
implemented much-lauded
guidelines and policies to
protect children from abuse,
including full cooperation with
civil authorities. As one Vatican
official putit: “Theyalreadyhave

AFTERMEETING WITH POPE — Irish bishops
hold a press conference at Vatican Radio
Feb. 16 following their two-day meeting
with Pope Benedict XVI at the Vatican. Irish
bishops will do penance, said Cardinal Sean
Brady of Armagh, Northern Ireland, in the

aftermath of Ireland's sexual abuse crisis.
Seated at the press conference are, from
left: Bishop Michael Smith of Meath, Bishop
Joseph Duffy of Clogher, Cardinal Brady,
Bishop Dennis Brennan of Ferns and Bishop
Brendan Kelly of Achonry. (CNS photo by
Paul Haring)

a very good system in place.
Now they have to follow it.”

In that sense, the issues on
the table were different from
those discussed in the 2002
meeting between U.S. bishops
and Vatican officials, when the
debate was over specific points
of proposed sex abuse norms.

- Some of the big questions
hovering over the Irish-Vatican
meeting dealt with personnel.
Archbishop Diarmuid Martin
of Dublin, who has pushed for
moretransparencyandaccount-
ability among the Irish bishops,
has predicted “averysignificant
reorganization of the church in
Ireland.” However, the resigna-
tion of bishops has always been
considered a personal decision
involving the individual bishop
and the pope, and would never
be done by committee—-or even
by “summit.”

- Likewise, the suggestion by
somelrishmediathat abuse vic-
tims should have been brought
downtoRomefortheencounter
was never seriously considered

at the Vatican. Church leaders
said it would have seemed like
a publicity stunt. They pointed
out that when Pope Benedict
met with abuse victims in the
U.S. and Australia, it was ar-
ranged quietly and without
fanfare. If something similar
happens in Ireland some day,
they said, it will also happen
away from the media glare.

One outcome of the Vatican-
Irish meeting was perhaps too
subtle to measure on the media
applause meter, but significant
nonetheless. By all accounts,
there’s been a shift in attitude
inside the Roman Curia since
2002. At that time, the sexabuse
crisisintheU.S. stillfound many
Vatican officialsindenial or very
defensive; today, according to
the Irish bishops, virtually all
of the 10 Vatican department
heads in attendance offered
genuine support and help.

The Vatican now knows that
priestly sex abuse is not a pass-
ing episode limited to one or
two countries. As if that needed

German bishops apologize, vow to do better

By Jonathan Luxmoore
Catholic News Service

OXFORD, England — Germany’s Catholic
bishops have asked forgiveness from victims of
sexual abuse at church-run schools and prom-
isedto “learnlessons” from secular institutions
dealing with child molestation.

“We are assuming responsibility. We con-
demn the offenses committed by monks, priests
and their colleagues in our dioceses, and we ask
pardon, inshame and shock, from all those who
fell victim to these appalling acts,” the bishops’
said in a February 25 statement.

“As bishops, we are concerned about cases
of sex abuse by clergy and their collaborators.
Wewant an honest clarification, free of incorrect
considerations, whenever such occurrences are
reported to us,” the bishops said.

The statement was issued after a four-day
meeting of the 67-member conference in
Freiburg, Germany. The gathering was domi-
nated by claims of past molestation at German
Catholic schools.

It said the bishops’ conference in 2002 is-
sued guidelines for handling abuse allegations
against priests. The guidelines were binding
in the country’s 27 dioceses and applied to all
religious orders.

However, the bishops said they had been
unaware of the extent of the problem and would

ask independent advisers to help review the
guidelines by summer and implement a plan for
improved detection and prevention of abuse.

Inlate January, Canisius College, a Jesuit-run
high schoolin Berlin, confirmed there had been
persistent abuse by three priests between 1975
and 1983. At least 120 men have come forward
since, claiming they suffered abuse by priests
or lay teachers at Jesuit schools throughout
the country dating to the 1950s.

The Jesuit order has apologized to victims
and hired an attorney to discuss compensation
with them.

Intheir statement, the bishops said theyalso
opened a hotline for victims and appointed 54-
year-old Bishop Stephan Ackermann of Trier,
Germany’s youngest ordinary, to oversee abuse
claims.

The president of Germany’s bishops’ confer-
ence, Archbishop Robert Zollitsch of Freiburg
im Breisgau criticized Justice Minister Sabine
Leutheusser-Schnarrenberger Feb. 25 for claim-
ing in a TV interview that all reported abuse
cases had occurred recently and accusing the
church of failing to cooperate with aninvestiga-
tion her ministry:.

“These are false facts and we expect the
minister to withdraw her statement within 24
hours,” Archbishop Zollitsch said. “No govern-
ment members have ever led such harsh attacks
on the Catholic church.”

demonstrating, a new clerical
sexabuse scandal was emerging
in Germany even as the Vatican
meeting took place — and the
Vatican newspaper wrote about
it. Cardinal Sean Brady of Ar-
magh, Northernlreland, said the
Vatican seemed to understand
that this is “not an Anglophone
problem.”

Compare that to the famous
remark made by Cardinal Dario
Castrillon Hoyos at a Vatican
press conference in 2002. After
noting that many of the journal-
ists’ questions were posed in
English, he said that fact alone
“already says something about
the problem and gives it an
outline.”

Cardinal Castrillon, a Co-
lombian who was head of the
Congregation for Clergy at the
time, worried that accused
priests weren’t getting a fair
hearing, suggested that priests

were being unfairly singled out
as a category of professionals
when it comes to sex abuse and
implied that money was afactor
in the cases coming to light.

Hisreplacement at the clergy
congregation, Brazilian Cardinal
Claudio Hummes, has taken a
much different approach. While
defendingthe majority of priests
as honest and admirable pas-
tors, Cardinal Hummes recently
said instances of priestly sexual
abuse were “extremely serious
and ... criminal facts” that need
to be brought to the attention of
the civil justice system and not
just to church authorities.

Echoing that, the Vatican
statement at the end of the Feb-
ruary meeting underlined the
Irish bishops’ “commitment to
cooperation with the statutory
authorities” whentheydeal with
abusive priests.

One line provoked some
questioning, even inside the
Vatican: the statement, attrib-
uted to the pope, that a “more
general crisis of faith” affecting
the church was a “contributing
factor” in the sexual abuse of
minors. To some, it sounded
like an excuse. The pope’s
intent, however, is not to re-
lieve priests of their personal
responsibility for what he
called a “heinous crime” and a
grave sin, but to dig for some
deeper reasons behind what
happened.

“I think that needs to be
better explained, and I'm sure
he will in his letter,” said one
Vatican official, speaking of the
pope’s pastoral letter to the
church in Ireland, which was
expected before Easter.

The papal letter will not be
the final word, though. One
lesson of the Vatican-Irish
meeting was that the pope
and his aides do not intend to
micromanage this crisis for the
Irish bishops.

As Archbishop Martin of
Dublin said after his return to
Ireland, “I believe the future
of dealing with this question
is in the hands of the Irish
church.”
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THANK YOU ST. JUDE - | prayed
your novena and was blessed with
my request. C.J.

WWW.CATHOLICIDAHO.ORG Visit
the website for the Diocese of Boise
for Parish Mass times, phone and fax
numbers, E-mail addresses, and much,
much more.

Three lines of type for $4.75. 25 char-
acters per line. Spaces & punctuation
count as characters. Additional lines
$1.60 ea.Send check or money order
with your ad copy. Ads are subject to
the approval of ICR publisher.

DIRECTOR OF INFORMATION
TECHNOLOGY -The Diocese of Boise
seeks to hire a full time IT Director.
This position provides the leadership,
technological support and guidance
necessary to advance the mission and
goals of the Diocese. Applicants may
obtain ajob description and application
packet which contains compensation
and benefit information by contacting
the Department of Human Resources,
1501 S. Federal Way, Suite 400, Boise,
ID, 83705. Phone number: (208)342-
1311, ext. 5156 or esmith.rcdb.org. A
completed application will consist (1)
a letter of application, (2) a completed
diocesan application, (3) a completed
supplemental application, (4) three
letters of reference and (5) a resume.
Deadline: March 26, 2010.
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