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The National Review Board has published its report on “The Nature and Scope of the 
Problem of Sexual Abuse of Minors by Catholic Priests and Deacons in the United States 
1950 - 2002.”  We have all heard the numbers, nearly 11,000 victims by more than 4,000 
perpetrators during the 52 years examined.  With this report have come expressions of 
hope that this unprecedented disclosure of information will be one more step in healing 
for the victims and restoration of trust in the Church.  Response to it has also included the 
view of advocacy groups for victims claiming that the report seriously understates the 
real scope of the problem.  Breaking down the data into time frames, age groups of 
victims, gender of victims, perpetrators with multiple victims and perpetrators with a 
single victim, all shed some more light on the scope of the problem and generate valuable 
hypotheses worthy of further study and research before conclusions about causes can be 
made.   

 
In response to this horrible tragedy, millions of dollars have been paid in attempts at 
retribution, priests have been removed from ministry and some have gone to jail, and a 
few bishops have resigned from their pastoral responsibilities.  Apologies have been 
offered, regret expressed, promises made and policies established in hopes that this will 
never, ever happen again.  But has there been any real repentance? 
 
As I understand it, repentance is the sincere desire to change one’s life at its core.  
Repentance occurs in response to the awareness that one really needs to change because 
to remain the same would be egregiously unacceptable to oneself.  Real repentance, 
biblical repentance occurs as a result of seeing clearly and without distortion the truth 
about oneself and being horrified at the inadequacy, evil, selfishness and sinfulness that 
truth reveals.  True repentance has no room for excuses, defensiveness, denial, 
externalization of blame, or protests than one did not know any better, even if there is 
genuine validity to all of the above.  True repentance takes full responsibility for one’s 
actions and is willing to be stripped of all pretension and pride in the service of being 
made better.   
 
Repentance is more than horror, sadness and anger that evil has been committed.  
Repentance is more than feeling guilty, expressing sorrow and asking forgiveness.  
Repentance is not like shame, in that it seeks to expose and face the full truth about 
oneself rather than hide from it.  Repentance gets expressed in acts that freely choose 
humiliation and powerlessness over saving face and maintaining control.  Repentance in 
its fullness opens one to being changed in a way not of one’s choosing.  
 
Repentance is not the same as punishment or retribution.  Others do not impose 
repentance as punishment; it is something that one must freely choose on one’s own.  
Repentance may or may not include the paying of debts.  But real repentance is a deeply 
felt encounter with the truth about oneself and the negative and harmful impact one’s 
actions have had on others.   
 



Biblical examples of repentance include David’s horror at himself when confronted by 
Nathan the prophet after his adulterous affair with Bathsheba and the murder of her 
husband, Peter’s profuse weeping after denying Christ, and Zaccheaus’ joyful promise to 
repay all he has defrauded fourfold.  In each case, repentance began with a new, but 
unwelcome self-awareness, “I am capable of doing something I never believed possible.”  
This self-awareness is deeply painful and easy to avoid, soften, justify or defend, but 
when repentance is the name of the game, the full fury of the shadow side of our ‘best of 
intentions’ emerges and looks back at us. 
 
Certainly the report on the scope of the problem contains the conditions for the possibility 
of a moment of real repentance.  For those called by it to repentance, it might be fruitfully 
expressed in the actions that this season of repentance invites, namely: prayer, fasting and 
almsgiving.  We might join David in his great penitential psalm, the publican in the back 
of the temple, Peter weeping, the woman pouring perfume on the feet of Jesus.  Fasting 
might be an expression of solidarity and empathy with the powerlessness and deprivation 
of those whose lives have been so damaged by this sin.  Almsgiving, more than paying 
civil damages, is an offering from the heart, a generous gift not just from our plenty, but 
from a sacrifice that is meaningful to each personally. 
 
Acts of repentance, no matter the depths from which they arise, are unlikely to satisfy 
those who still seek retribution.  They are likely to appear shallow and superficial to those 
whose lives have been ruined.  But repentance is not about forgiveness, vindication, or 
restoration to a previously enjoyed status.  Repentance is about conversion.  Repentance 
is about turning away from a self-centered greed, pride or power, to a genuine concern 
for others without regard for one’s image or reputation.  With the awareness repentance 
brings of one’s power to hurt even while doing good, repentance opens our eyes to the 
powerless, vulnerable and abused people all around us who have previously been hidden 
from our sight.   
 
A burning question is, who is called to repentance by the revelation of this horrendous 
revelation?  Certainly, it is easy to say that those who perpetrated and covered up these 
actions are the ones who must be changed and converted.  But where does that leave the 
rest of the Church, even the rest of humanity?  Great suffering has been inflicted upon 
vulnerable people by people with power.  If we can claim honestly that we have no power 
to harm another, then we might be able to excuse ourselves from the need for repentance.  
But power is expressed in a multitude of forms, many of which are beyond our awareness 
or consciousness.   
 
The vast majority of clerics, religious and laity can say that they have played no role in 
the sexual abuse of children.  However, to excuse ourselves from the need to take a hard 
look at what each of us individually, or all of us together, might be able to do is to miss 
an opportunity for self-awareness and conversion that would be at the heart of the Gospel 
call to justice.  To miss this opportunity by distancing ourselves from responsibility and 
culpability is to miss the chance to really hear The Good News that has been promised to 
follow genuine repentance. 
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