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Faced with the crisis of the sexual abuse of children and young people by clergy, the Catholic Bishops of the U.S. came to an important insight at our meeting in Dallas in June 2002. On our own we could not fully understand and effectively respond to the pain and suffering of victims whose innocence was stolen from them and their families. On our own we could not redress the loss of trust of Catholics whose confidence in the Church had been shaken – and sometimes destroyed. We recognized that we needed the help and advice of others in our Church.

The full breadth of our outreach to others for assistance is represented in The Charter for the Protection of Children and Young People. It began with victim survivors and their families. They have had a singular role in educating us about the damage done through sexual abuse by clergy. We also turned to mental health and law enforcement professionals, child development experts, parents and educators, whose counsel was critical to our adopting a comprehensive and proactive system of prevention with defined reporting standards and an annual auditing procedure to measure compliance. Additionally, we invited prominent lay women and men in our Church to form the National Review Board. Among other things, we charged them with the task of engaging independent professional researchers to determine with our full cooperation the nature and scope and the causes and context of what happened in the past. The Board selected the John Jay College of Criminal Justice to do both research projects. The first called Nature and Scope was completed and published in 2004. We are here today to receive the second study, Causes and Context. 
The study shows a sharp decrease in the incidences of abuse by clergy as the Church began to adopt safe environment measures, specifically addressed human formation issues in preparing candidates for the priesthood and attended to new insights about child abuse developed by mental health and law enforcement professionals. In a word, the study shows that what we are doing works, and that is a source of hope as we move forward. More than 5,300,000 children and over two million adults who serve the Church through our schools, churches and youth groups have received training in safe environment. Background checks on adults, who would interact with our children, weed out those who are not safe to be around children. Our children know to run away and to speak up when someone or something makes them feel uncomfortable. Protection of children is now a regular part of every Church ministry and service. We have in place safe environment training, requirements regarding education in human development for seminarians and ongoing educational programs for our priests in these areas. No one who has not passed a background check is to be admitted to a seminary. No one should ever be ordained who has not had thorough training in what constitutes safe environment and appropriate relationships with children and young people. 

We have a position of zero tolerance of any cleric who would sexually abuse a child. This position must remain in effect, for as the late John Paul II declared, there can be no place in the priesthood for anyone who would abuse a child. Such a position protects children. But, it also protects the tens of thousands of priests who have suffered greatly in this crisis, all the while quietly serving with honor and self-sacrifice every day of their lives.

The study cautions against complacency. There is no room for fatigue or feeling that people have heard enough when it comes to efforts to protect children. The leadership of the bishops is needed now more than ever, particularly by encouraging and supporting those tasked with the responsibility of implementing the Charter in our dioceses, parishes and schools. 
The researchers also stress that the sexual abuse of children exists throughout our country and our world. This problem is a human problem. Our Church is committed to be part of the solution. The very fear that abuse would ever recur in the Church compels us to take whatever action is needed to see that it does not arise again. At the same time, we stand ready to build partnerships with leaders in the civic community to rally the entire adult world to put an end to this societal scourge.

We welcome the study and its public release today. In view of its findings and recommendations, the bishops will thoroughly and carefully review our response to the sexual abuse crisis and make whatever adjustments are needed to help us build on the progress we have made. The researchers at the John Jay College have made an enormous contribution in this groundbreaking study. They have accomplished it with dedication and according to the highest professional standards. We owe them a great debt of gratitude and respect for helping us better understand what happened in this sickening period of our history. The funders who enabled this work also have the bishops’ immense gratitude for using their resources to better both the church and society overall.
Finally, as individual bishops and our Conference leadership have done, I once again apologize fully and without hesitation for the harm and the suffering caused when some priests took advantage of their moral authority and abused innocent children in a criminal way. It is also important to recall what Pope Benedict XVI said to us bishops about our response to the crisis during his visit to the United States in 2008: “as the President of your Episcopal Conference has indicated, it was ‘sometimes very badly handled.’” The shame of failing our people will remain with us for a long time. It should. Its sting can keep us resolute in our commitments and humble so as to never forget the insight we came to nearly a decade ago in Dallas. We cannot do any of this on our own. 

