PRESS RELEASE, February 20, 2004

Editor, The Tidings:

The CNN-released figures about the sexual abuse are staggering. We now can begin to grasp the extent of the crimes perpetrated by priests over the past 50 years.  At the same time, we have learned that 244 priests from the LA diocese have been accused.  This is, as Cardinal Mahony writes, a "horrific violation" of our children.  It is painful to contemplate the amount of suffering that the victims and their families have experienced. 

On the other hand, both reports are signs of great hope for the church--signs that the structures of secrecy are beginning to crumble.  Finally, the facts are being revealed, and the bishops have no choice but to confront them. This kind of accountability is unprecedented in our church, and, in the case of the John Jay report, it is even more striking that lay people have brought it about.  Although appointed by the bishops, the National Review Board has functioned independent ly. American Catholics are indebted to them for their persistence and professionalism and for establishing a model of lay leadership. Their next report on the root causes of this scandal, to be released on February 27th, will, we believe, be even more transformative.

For the past two years, VOTF and other groups have been advocating for an end to the secrecy and cover-ups.  Along with other groups, we have sent repeated requests to Cardinal Mahony for a report to be made to the people.  We are gratified that he has done so, though saddened that the secrecy persisted so long. Without the secrecy, there would never have been transfers of abusive priests from one unknowing parish to another, we lay people would have been more alert to the well being of our children, and there would have been many fewer victims.

We believe that with the release of these reports the Church is on the road to healing.  What is needed now is for the bishops to act dramatically to seek forgiveness from and reconciliation with the victims and to expedite their promises to safeguard our children and collaborate with a watchful and determined laity.
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