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“It is now apparent that across many decades, many of society’s institutions failed our children. Our child 

protection and criminal and civil justice systems let them down. Although the primary responsibility for 

the sexual abuse of a child lies with the abuser and the institution of which they were part, we cannot avoid 

the conclusion that the problems faced by many people who have been abused are the responsibility of our 

entire society.  

Society’s values and mechanisms which were available to regulate and control aberrant behaviour failed.”1  

 

																																																								
1 Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, Final Report: Executive Summary, 
(Commonwealth of Australia: 2017), p3 
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I think the biggest loss in all of this is, I no longer believe in the institution of a church. I had it so certain 

back then. For me, going to church and Sunday school, it was an escape from my own life and it brought 

me a sense of peace, a place to belong. And all of that got taken away ... And I get angry that he’s still in 

the church. He’s still got his faith all sorted out.  

And I get angry ’cause he’s taken so much from me.2 

 

 

 

For there is nothing hidden that will not be disclosed, and nothing  

concealed that will not be known or brought out into the open. 

Luke 8:17  

																																																								
2 Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, Final Report: Volume 16, Religious 
Institutions Book 1, (Commonwealth of Australia: 2017), p492 
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Introduction 

Statement of problem 

In November 2012 when then Prime Minister Julia Gillard launched the Royal Commission into 

Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse (RCIRCSA) a process began which examined the 

experience of a particular group of children in the midst of the church’s ecclesial practices and theology. 

What was revealed was the systematic abuse of some of the most vulnerable members of our society. 

Added to this abuse was deliberate and pervasive action taken to protect the reputation and status of the 

institutions involved, shielding the perpetrators from criminal investigation or consequence and facilitating 

further abuse. It is tempting to believe that something so contrary to the teaching of Christianity could be 

nothing more than a terrible aberration, a one-off event, the product of a particular social context which no 

longer exists. Yet, to do so is to risk repeating history. This paper proposes that Recommendations for 

Religious Institutions cannot be faithfully implemented without examining the RCIRCSA data through a 

theological and doctrinal lens. To echo that statement made to the Commission by Dr David Ranson, 

“My own thinking is that the Commission, in fact, needs to be a catalyst for a continuing inquiry within the 

Church of Australia itself. So, we should never think that it’s all over when the Commission has finished its 

deliberations. That’s, for us I think, the very beginning.”3  

Purpose of study 

This study has been undertaken to provide valuable information to those involved in ministry with children 

and families regarding child safety. It is also hoped that the findings will contribute to the ongoing 

conversation within religious institutions, in particular the cultural change required to engage effectively 

with (Victorian) Child Safe Standard Seven: Empowering children.  

 

The RCIRCSA investigation was conducted by a civil authority and examined a broad range of 

institutions. It was not the purpose of the RCIRCSA to undertake the work of theology.  This paper 

proposes that it is the responsibility of individual believers, church communities, denominations and 

theologians to walk with those who have sacrificed much to share their stories of abuse and to honour their 

courage by willingly and humbly examining the very difficult truths about the devastating failure of 

religious institutions to protect the children in their care. In a spirit of deep listening, I encourage you to 

engage with the RCIRCSA Final Report.  

 

The purpose of this study is to identify the theological and doctrinal beliefs and practices of religious 

institutions which victims and survivors identify as increasing the risk of abuse taking place, inhibit 

																																																								
3 Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, Final Report: Volume 16, Religious 
Institutions Book 1, (Commonwealth of Australia: 2017), p125 
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disclosure and promote poor responses by religious institutions. This is not an attempt to determine an 

empirical causal relationship between theology and abuse, rather, it is part of the ongoing process of 

identifying and mitigating risk (Rec 6.6).  

 

 

Research question 

This research has been grounded in a desire to better understand the experience of being a child within a 

religious institution. It has also been shaped by the horrific juxtaposition of two truths: the church which 

has a deep and continued commitment to the care and wellbeing of children has also been an environment 

that put children in harm’s way, silenced victims and protected perpetrators.  

 

This paper will explore the following question: What is the impact of articulated and embedded theology 

on the risk and experience of abuse for a child within religious institutions?  

 

Delimitations and limitations 

The exploration of this question will be limited to the context of the experience of abuse as described 

within 16 (Religious Institutions) of the RCIRCSA Final Report.4 It is not the purpose of this paper to 

examine in depth all of the institutional risk factors identified by the RCIRCSA, this work forms the basis 

of the Child Safe legislation.5 Nor will this paper focus on perpetrator risk and protective factors: such 

work is important, but it is beyond the scope of this project. Additionally, redress schemes and their impact 

on victims and survivors will not be commented on. 

 

Procedures 

																																																								
4 For the purpose of clarity in referencing the following system will be used: Volume Number/Book Number, 
page number ie 16/1, p1  
5 For this information please refer to Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 
Final Report: Volume 2, Nature and Causes (Commonwealth of Australia: 2017), p12 
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Characteristics of qualitative research 

The purpose of qualitative research is to undertake a 

holistic exploration of a complex phenomenon. In this 

process the researcher enters into relationship with a 

group to observe and interpret how a particular 

phenomenon is experienced by this group and the 

meaning they attribute to this experience. John 

Creswell and Cheryl Poth in their text Qualitative 

Inquiry and Research Design state that qualitative 

research “includes the voices of participants, the 

reflexivity of the researcher, a complex description and 

interpretation of the problem and its contribution to the 

literature or a call for change”.6 Another feature of 

qualitative research is the use of a flexible literary style and the presence of the researcher’s ‘voice’ 

through the inclusion of metaphors, diary entries and autobiographical pieces. These devices help the 

reader to experience and engage with the complexity of the material. They also help to articulate the 

context and responses of the researcher.  

 

Qualitative research is grounded in the complexity of lived experience and as such its goal is to identify 

and examine variables that are not easily measured. This type of research is deeply contextual, seeking to 

invite the reader into the lived experience of another. This world may initially feel completely foreign, 

however, through the sharing of the stories and expertise of the study participants new learning emerges.  

 

Research approach  

This is an unconventional qualitative research project because the data has been collected, analysed and 

presented by the RCIRCSA before examined by the researcher. Thus, the most accurate classification of 

the research approach utilised is a literature review undertaken using a constructivist /interpretivist 

qualitative research approach.7 This approach was chosen because of the complexity of the RCIRCSA 

Final Report. A literature review alone would not provide the depth of analysis that is possible using 

qualitative methodology. However, the lack of direct participant/researcher interaction inhibits the 

qualitative research process. 

 

Despite this significant shortcoming, utilising qualitative research methodology is justified for the 

following reasons. The RCIRCSA data collection process is of a high standard. The RCIRCSA Final 

Report contains not only first-hand victim and survivor statements but also the expert testimony of 

																																																								
6 John Creswell and Cheryl Poth, Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing Among Five Approaches 
4th Ed. (Sage Publications: 2009), p44 
7 Creswell and Poth, 2009 p74-75 

My	children	when	they	were	younger	
loved	crafts,	as	a	result	I	often	come	
across	snarled	bundles	of	wool	and	

thread.	There	is	something	meditative	
about	the	untangling	process-	taking	
each	strand	and	following	its	pathway	
through	the	mess	of	other	treads,	

seeking	out	the	knots	that	connect	its	
neighbours,	winding	it	into	usable	balls.	
Some	threads	that	look	so	promising	are	
cut	short,	while	others	have	surprising	
length	and	can	easily	be	reused.	Yet	

each	and	every	thread	makes	their	own	
contribution	especially	when	it	clears	
the	way	for	the	usable	yarn	to	be	freed.	
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religious leaders, theologians, historians and therapists and the Commissioner’s analysis of the original 

data set.  

 

It would be extremely difficult to reproduce the data gathering process due to the nature of the testimony 

and the resources required to do so. The benefit of such an attempt may also be outweighed by the 

additional trauma caused to the participants.  

 

Finally, the impact that the implementation of the RCIRCSA recommendations have had on the practice of 

ministry within the Australian context is profound. Therefore, it is valuable to examine the context of these 

recommendations as presented in the Final Report. 

 

Role of researcher 

Due to the relational nature of qualitative research, the author’s presence in this process is not to be hidden. 

Each researcher brings with them their own context and rather than detracting from the reliability of the 

finding, the qualitative researcher through their interactions with the participants opens a conversation 

which may not otherwise take place. To do so respectfully and with integrity requires a deep level of self 

awareness. The role of the researcher is first and foremost intentional noticing. When noticing has 

occurred the complex task of inductive and deductive reasoning begins. The process of discovery drives 

the process of inquiry, as the question or problem you begin a study with is unpacked and shifts in 

response to the data gathered. New questions arise, assumptions are identified and challenged, dearly held 

opinions often need to be released. The researcher must be able to adapt to such changes if they are to 

respond faithfully to the participants. 

 

Data collection procedure 

Data was collected by the RCIRCSA during private and public hearings and included verbal and written 

testimonies provided by victims and survivors, their families, religious leaders, theologians, historians and 

other relevant experts.  

 

Data analysis procedure 

Using the constructivist/interpretivist qualitative research approach, the Royal Commission’s Preface and 

Executive Summary, Private Sessions Report Executive Summary (Volume 5), Religious Institutions 

Executive Summary (Volume 16) and additional research undertaken as part of the Royal Commission 

process were examined to identify patterns of theological and doctrinal belief systems present for coding. 

These coding patterns were checked against the finding in the Victoria Betrayal of Trust Report (2013) and 
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the Irish Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse Reports (2009).8 There was strong consistency 

demonstrated between these reports. 

 

The following primary categories were used as the basis for the coding  

1. Ecclesiology  

2. Missiology 

3. Hamartiology 

4. Anthropology of the child 

 

Secondary categories   

1. Soteriology 

2. Ethics 

 

When the initial coding was finalised Volume 16, parts 1-3 (Religious Institutions) were coded and the 

NVivo qualitative research tool used to complete contextual word searches.  

 

The results were then examined using a process deductive and inductive reasoning to identify patterns and 

organise the data. The theological themes which emerged will be explored in the findings section. 

 

Strategies for validating findings 

Participant selection and data collection were completed by the RCIRCSA.9 Those who participated did so 

voluntarily and the RCIRCSA acknowledges that this process of self selection “may not represent the 

demographic profile or experiences of all victims of child sexual abuse” and that this sample is most likely 

under representative.10 I acknowledge that this could raise questions regarding the reliability of reporting 

and the possibility for bias against religious organisations. However, participants shared deeply personal 

and painful stories. They received no compensation for doing so and additionally exposed themselves and 

their families to the associated stigma which surrounds sexual abuse. The volume and consistency of the 

data also speaks to its reliability and validity. The data gathered by the RCIRCSA far exceeding the sample 

size of other similar investigations. This process was also undertaken within the bounds of the Australian 

legal system which adds validity to the data gathered. By examining a wide variety of religious and non-

religious institutions the potential for bias based on religious belief or non-belief was reduced.  

 

Study Context 

																																																								
8 The Irish Commission Report (also known as the Ryan Report) was chosen because of the close links between 
Catholic Religious Institutions in Ireland and Australia. Also, the Ryan Commission’s parameters were closer to 
those of the Australian RCIRCSA than other reports. http://www.childabusecommission.ie/rpt/pdfs/CICA-
Executive%20Summary.pdf  
9 For full description of data survey methodology see 16/1, p113 
10 16/1, p15 
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This study takes place in a country with a long history of child removal and detainment. The RCIRCSA 

was triggered in part by the work completed in national inquiries into the removal of indigenous children 

(the Stolen Generation), child migration, out of home care and forced adoption practices.11 All of these 

inquires highlight the integral role religious institutions played in these systems and practices. Public 

apologies have been issued alongside these reports, the most recent by PM Scott Morrison in response to 

the RCIRCSA.12   

 

As the primary researcher, I come to this project is not as a victim or survivor. While not all of my 

experiences of church membership as a child were positive, the people in my church community were 

deeply committed to my wellbeing. I was raised in a protestant context and have an ecumenical church 

history which has included Presbyterian, Anglican, Uniting, Baptist and Churches of Christ communities. I 

have over thirty years of experience in ministry with 

children and families and at the time of writing hold a 

leadership role in two intergenerational faith 

communities. I work for a non-denominational Christian 

organisation committed to the ongoing support and 

resourcing of children and families ministry. However, it 

is my background in Occupational Therapy which guides 

my research style. As therapists one of our primary tasks 

is to facilitate the examination of belief and value 

systems held by clients so that it is possible for them to 

find ways to create new meaning in their life as they 

adapt to illness, injury or disability. Part of this process is 

called knowledge translation; the transfer of information 

or learning into behavioural change, to put it simply the process of bridging the know-do gap.13 

Knowledge translation is a complex undertaking that we all wrestle with, never more so than when 

strongly held beliefs are challenged. It has become evident within my ministry community that while there 

is a strong commitment to and good uptake of the required screening and training programs, culture 

change is still illusive. This project is my contribution to the ongoing discussion surrounding the links 

between theology and action, both within the individual and the wider church community.   

																																																								
11 Bringing them home: Report of the National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Children from Their Families in 1997,  
Lost Innocents: Righting the Record- Report on Child Migration in 2001,  
Forgotten Australians: A report on Australians who experienced institutional or out-of-home care as children in 
2004 and  
Protecting vulnerable children: A national challenge in 2005.  
Additionally, in 2012 the Senate undertook an inquiry examining Commonwealth Contribution to former 
Forced Adoption Policies and Practices. 
12 22/10/2018 add web address  
13 https://www.who.int/ageing/projects/knowledge_translation/en/  

My	ministry	life	has	been	peppered	with	
stories.	Some	shared	with	glistening	eyes	
and	silent	tears,	others	shouted	across	

crowded	rooms	and	even	more	
whispered	in	monotone	voices	through	
faces	frozen	by	trauma.	These	are	the	
stories	of	the	children	who	grew	up	and	
those	who	could	no	longer	carry	the	
burden	laid	on	them	by	adult	hands.	

They	are	the	stories	of	people	who	were	
forced	to	look	the	other	way	and	feel	

devastation	of	doing	so.		
Stories	of	those	who	screamed	for	justice	

until	there	was	nothing	left	but	the		
painful	sound	of	silence.	



	

	

	
intergen.org.au	

9	

 

Data findings  

The RCIRCSA was received over 16000 submissions, heard over 8000 personal stories and reviewed over 

1000 written accounts from victims and survivors and their families, who often spoke on behalf of a family 

member, who had either died or taken their own life.14 58.6% of these testimonies referenced abuse that 

had taken place in institutions managed by religious organisations and 14% during religious activities.15 Of 

the 4000 institutions identified, 1691 were religious institutions.16 Most perpetrators were people in 

religious ministry and/or teachers.17 64% of victims and survivors18 were male, more than half were 

between the ages of 10-14 years when they were first abused.19 On average it takes victims and survivors 

24 years to disclose abuse.20 Of those who participated more than 200 have experienced abuse within 

religious institutions post 1990.21  

 

Victim and survivor statements 

Testimonies offered by victims and survivors pull the reader into a world of profound suffering where fear, 

humiliation, shame and powerlessness dominate the narrative. Most of the abuse described occurred in 

situations which accorded the perpetrators high levels of environmental and social control such as schools 

and residential care institutions where children were physically, socially and emotionally isolated and often 

completely dependent.22 

 

Victims and survivors report being described as ‘filthy little beast’, ‘dirty little bugger’, ‘ungrateful little 

bastard’23; evil24; ‘a lying, blaspheming little bastard’25; ‘scum of the earth’, ‘slut’, ‘filthy pig’26; a devil27; 

																																																								
14 ES p1 
15 16 Vol 1, p11 
16 ES p5, 16 Vol 1, p11 
17 ES p10 
18 The phrase “victims and survivors” will be used throughout this paper to acknowledge two key factors. 
Firstly, that these two phrases are used by participants who self-identify as either victim or survivor for a variety 
of reasons and we seek to honour that choice. Secondly, we want to acknowledge the fact there are many who 
experienced abuse who have not survived.   
19 ES p8 
20 ES p23 
21 16/1 p12 
22 “Of the 4,029 survivors who told us in private sessions about child sexual abuse in religious institutions:  

• 39.0 per cent (1,570 survivors) told us about abuse in religious schools  
• 35.2 per cent (1,419 survivors) told us about abuse in residential institutions managed by religious 

organisations before 1990, such as orphanages, children’s homes and missions  
• 24.8 per cent (1,000 survivors) told us about abuse in places of worship or during religious activities  
• 1.6 per cent (66 survivors) told us about abuse during recreational activities affiliated with religious 

organisations, such as church-run camps.  
Some survivors told us about child sexual abuse in more than one of these contexts.” 16/1 p 20 
23 16/3 p52 
24 16/1 p473 
25 16/1 p495 
26 16/1 p401 
27 16/1 p471 
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filthy little brat28; filthy animal29; evil Jezebel30; garbage31. These images of contamination, 

dehumanisation and moral depravity speak to the way children were perceived. The underlying beliefs 

about children held by those charged with their care strongly influenced their behaviour.32 An extreme but 

not uncommon example of this was experienced by a young aboriginal girl who was told during the 

delivery of her child, conceived through an act of abuse, 

 

 “that I was having the devil taken out of me. I did not comprehend properly what happened’. The 

baby was born in 1966, when (name) was 14.33 

 

The data revealed that victims and survivors could clearly articulate the links between theological beliefs, 

and their vulnerability to abuse, their ability to disclose and the responses to disclosure. Attitudes 

surrounding sex, poverty, race and gender are highlighted frequently. The strongest and most frequently 

referenced link was between the belief that religious leaders hold a divinely bestowed status and absolute 

moral authority and an increased vulnerability to abuse.  

 

“Survivors who grew up in the Catholic and Anglican faiths told us that as children they were 

taught that ‘priests, Brothers and nuns were closer to God’, that priests were ‘up there like with 

God’, were ‘next to God’, had ‘a direct link to God’, ‘were gods’, or were ‘the representation of 

God’. Survivors told us that they had been taught as children that priests were ‘the next step down 

from God ... all-powerful and special’, and ‘incapable of sin’.”34 

 

This belief made it almost impossible for the child to make sense of what was happening and determine 

how to respond. 

 

“When I get down on myself for not having spoken up at the time, I have to remind myself of the 

enormity of a child facing off with a Marist Brother. Up until that time I was taught that a 

Brother, Nun or Priest was ‘God’s representative on earth’. So when God’s agent (description of 

abuse), life gets seriously confused.”35  

  

																																																								
28 16/1 p472 
29 16/1 p545 
30 16/1 p470 
31 16/3 p52 
32 Sections: Devaluing children and Muscular Christianity, 16/3 p52-54 
33 16/1 p502: This child was removed from the mother at birth and she was never told what happened to them 
nor has she had any further contact. 
34 16/1 p454 
35 16/1 p493 
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I felt uncomfortable. Really uncomfortable with it, but God was involved ... and so I was becoming 

really confused with the whole thing’.36 

 

Adding to this confusion was a strong stigma surrounding sexuality which resulted in a lack of sexual 

education for children. Victims and survivors report that often they did not fully understand the nature of 

the abuse.  

 

‘the clergy are actually divine in the sense that they are chosen by God, they are the embodiment 

of God’ … she thought that ‘maybe God had chosen me for something special’.37  

 

Negative attitudes toward homosexuality within religious institutions were shown to inhibit disclosure and 

enabled the stigma associated with homosexuality to be used by perpetrators as a means of silencing 

victims.  

“After the abuse, (name) told us that the teacher threatened him about what would happen if he 

told anyone, and how his father would think he was a homosexual. For years, (name) feared that 

people would find out what happened to him and assume he was homosexual. He said, ‘My father 

was the Irish brand of homophobic, the extreme, a very strict Catholic. I just couldn’t have said 

anything’.”38  

“Another survivor, (name), told us in a private session that in the mid-1950s he was transferred to 

a Salvation Army boys’ home, where he was sexually abused by a staff member. He also told us 

that when he was eight years old, he was raped by a 13-year-old resident in the dormitory, after 

which staff announced in front of all the residents that he and the other boy were having a 

homosexual relationship. (Name) said he was then picked on relentlessly, and the story followed 

him to other institutions to which he was sent.”39 

 

A further consequence of this system of positional power and religious authority was that children who did 

speak up were not believed by parents, families, friends, communities, religious leaders, police and 

judges.40 The most common results of disclosure were physical punishment, shaming and shunning.41 The 

																																																								
36 16/1 p451 
37 16/1 p464 
38 16/1 p523 
39 16/1 p406 
40 Word tree: Believe Appendix B 
41 16/1 p400; “(name) told us that when he was 10, he summoned the courage to report (perpetrator) behaviour 
to the manager of the home, ‘Captain ...’. He said that ‘Captain …’ flogged him with a wooden stake and, as he 
did so, said, ‘filthy little brat. Only a brat like yourself would have the audacity to make those charges against a 
man of God’”. 16/1 p472 
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sense of powerlessness felt by victims and survivors as children to enact change or protect themselves is 

clear.  

 

I also felt it was pointless to tell anyone because it would have been his word against mine and I 

thought that because he was such a ‘Godly figure’, he would automatically be believed over me. 

The church and school instilled a culture where children and members of the congregation 

became followers and silent obeyers. 42 

 

The doctrine and imagery of hell and eternal damnation was frequently used as an evangelistic tool and to 

instil a deep sense of fear into children which ensured unquestioning behavioural compliance by both the 

wider church and perpetrators.  

 

“I had to do it. If I didn’t he [the priest] was going to tell God and God’s going to send the devil 

to come and get me and take me into hell where I’m going to burn because I was very naughty.”43  

 

[He’d say], ‘The Devil will get you, you will go to hell, you are a naughty boy for the things you 

are doing, so don’t tell anyone ... Those things made me very, very frightened, as I was young at 

the time, and they were effective in silencing me until very recently.44 

 

She told us the cottage father ‘used to say “If you don’t let me do this, you’re going to hell ... If 

you don’t let me do this, God will be angry with you” and being a Christian, well, I was 

frightened ... They were teaching about heaven and hell and ... I thought I’d better, because, you 

know, I don’t want to go down there’.45  

 

The use of humiliation and violent discipline was common and often associated with the language of sin, 

hell and redemption. Thus, for some religious leaders, punishment became an essential tool for 

evangelism. 

 

A number of survivors told us that they believed their treatment by Salvation Army officers was 

intended to ‘break them’ or ‘break their spirits’. During private sessions we heard similar 

accounts from people who told us they were sexually abused as children in Salvation Army 

institutions. Some told us they believed their treatment by The Salvation Army was intended to 

save or redeem them.46 

																																																								
42 16/1 p520 
43 16/1 p456 
44 16/1 p469 
45 16/1 p473 
46 16/3 p52 
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‘Blackfellas lived here for 60,000 years without Jesus. All of sudden they’re ramming Catholic 

and everything down our throats, and Jesus and the Bible down our throat. But they’re flogging 

hell out of us’.47  

  

The link between evangelism and hell was also used to silence victims and survivors. Accusations of abuse 

could not be made public because this would damage the work and reputation of the church and also put 

people at risk of eternal damnation. 

 

“when he told his mother about the abuse she said words to the effect of, ‘You don’t want to be 

responsible for turning people from the church and sending them to hell’.48 

 

Many victims and survivors use the language and imagery of hell to describe their own experiences; “It 

was like living in hell”49; “my hell hole”50. Another states: 

 

I don’t have any faith. The church and everything it stands for is a demon to me.�

I believe in God, but I don’t believe in the way that man has portrayed God. I believe it has been 

built on lies. What happened to me when I was a child has been ingrained into me. I don’t 

understand how the offenders can portray themselves to be good when they are also doing evil.51 

 

Perpetrators commonly used religious language, imagery, symbols and rituals while committing abuse, 

invoking the teachings of the church to explain or justify their actions. Victims and survivor recall being 

told during abuse: 

 

“we’re doing God’s work”.52  

 

“This is a matter between you, me and God”.53  

 

 “it was okay, because if it was wrong, God wouldn’t let it happen”.54 

 

“…pain and suffering was a way to get closer to God”. 55 

																																																								
47 16/1 p401 
48 16/1 p522 
49 Vol 5 p224 
50 16/1 p395 
51 16/1 p488 
52 16/1 p529 
53 16/1 p450 
54 16/1 p454 
55 16/1 p521 
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“..if [she] loved God, it would be okay to have sex with him because he was God’s 

representative”.56 

 

Religious authority and status allowed perpetrators to use religious practices, such as confession, to shift 

the blame and moral responsibility to the victim.  

 

(Name) said that after she had finished cleaning, the priest would sexually assault her and then 

make her go to confession and pray to God for forgiveness for her sins in making him abuse her. 

The priest threatened her by saying that if she tried to resist he would not give her communion the 

next time she attended mass.57  

 

After each time I was sexually abused, I had to go to confession to him and confess ‘my’ sin of 

impurity. He would say, ‘Are you sorry for your sin, my child?’ and I would reply, ‘Yes, Father’. 

He then said ‘Ask Almighty God and his blessed mother to help you sin no more. For your 

penance say three Hail Marys. Now make a perfect act of contrition. Go and sin no more’.58 

 

Reflecting on their experiences has enabled many to identify the inconsistent of standards that were 

applied to children and adults, particularly those who held positions of leadership.  

 

“The dichotomy was too harsh. He was doing it, but he was telling me that doing it was going to 

send me to hell.”59 

 

“whatever a priest did was the Will of God, but if a boy told what a priest did he would commit a 

mortal sin”.60 

 

The connection between religion and experiences of abuse create what has been described as a “toxic 

transference” resulting in a form of “spiritual death”.61 One survivor described his experiences as and 

“enduring spiritual cancer” which had destroyed his relationship with God: 

 

																																																								
56 16/1 p454 
57 16/1 p475 
58 16/1 p475 
59 16/1 p523 
60 16/1 p228 
61 16/1 p488 
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“I assume I’m like a silent majority of Church survivors – unable to work within Church structure 

as it stands ... the buildings, the personnel, the rituals that became inextricably juxtaposed with 

sex, sexuality and misuse of power.”62  

 

It is difficult to portray the full and devastating impact of abuse experienced within the context of religious 

institutions. The process of reading these carefully and respectfully presented accounts has caused me to 

experience vicarious trauma which has expressed itself as anger, grief and physical illness. I have been 

deeply moved by the courage of the participants. 

 

Church leader’s responses 

The dominant narrative within many statements made by religious leaders to the RCIRCSA is of self-

declared ignorance.  

 

“And the same way, the enablers, the people who covered it up, the people who didn’t admit to the 

crime, it was almost like it was written from the same script: ‘I couldn’t possibly have known 

because I would have done something about it.’ How many times did that statement get repeated 

in the Royal Commission?”63 

 

There were many who acknowledge the deep sense of shame felt by their organisations. However, this was 

often framed in the context of reduced responsibility due to a lack of intent. Some accused the RCIRCSA 

of exaggeration64, highlighting abuse as an issue faced by society as a whole65 which affected all 

institutions rather than being a systemic issue within religious institutions66. Abuse, it was claimed, is an 

issue of the past and was being rectified.67  

 

The narrative of ignorance also extended to the impact and effect of abuse on children. The claim that in 

1983 “there was a belief that sexual abuse did not have the impact it is now known to have” is difficult to 

																																																								
62 16/1 p479 
63 16/3 p235, Rabbi Moshe Gutnick 
64 “We are not interested in denying the extent of misdoing in the Catholic Church. We object to it being 
exaggerated. We object to being described as the only cab on the rank.” 16/1 p88, Catholic Archbishop George 
Pell. 
65 “sexual, physical and psychological abuse of children is a pervasive problem in Australian society, and 
probably all societies’ and that it is ‘certainly not limited to any one institution or segment of society” 16/1 p89, 
Dr Danny Lamm, The Executive Council of Australian Jewry 
66 “While there were significant problems concerning some dioceses and some religious orders, talk of a 
systemic problem of sexual abuse in the Catholic Church is ill-founded and inconsistent with the facts” 16/1 
p87, Australian Catholic Bishops Conference 
67 “Archbishop Aspinall acknowledged that the royal commission would address shameful failings on the part of 
institutions, including churches. But a comprehensive, independent examination would also give ordinary 
Australians a chance to see for themselves the results of a decade-plus reform process instituted across many 
Anglican dioceses.” 16/1 p88, Anglican Archbishop Phillip Aspinall 
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justify.68 As is the claim that “if abuse was perpetrated, it was thought (in 1983) to be isolated rather than 

chronic in nature”69 given that the Anglican church’s own complaints data revealed that 74 per cent of all 

cases investigated between 1950 and 1989 involved allegations of child sexual abuse.70  

 

The RCIRCSA stated that their investigations were inhibited by the euphemistic language used to disguise 

the true nature of complaints within religious institutions. Historically the following terms were often used: 

‘against the sixth commandment’; ‘against the sextum’; ‘broke his vows’; ‘imprudent behaviour’; ‘crimen 

pessimum’ (the worst crime); or ‘goosing’, ‘crimen’ and ‘delicta’ (crime), and ‘de re turpi cum infantibus’ 

(concerning a depraved matter with children).71 More modern euphemisms have included: ‘health and 

family reasons’, ‘horseplay and wrestling’, ‘evidence of questionable judgement’, ‘dubious personality’, 

‘character flaws’, and ‘excessive stress’, ‘affinity with boys’ and ‘a problem with boys’; (perpetrators 

described as) ‘schizophrenics’.72 The following examples were used in the testimony of religious leaders to 

the RCIRCSA: ‘inappropriate behaviours’73; ‘proclivity to misbehave’74; ‘your compulsion’75; ‘sad 

weakness’76.  

 

This continued unwillingness to name abuse correctly suggests an enduring desire to reframe victim and 

survivor’s experiences, and thus minimise the impact. It also demonstrates that many religious leaders still 

position abuse within the paradigm of moral failure rather than criminal activity.  

 

“For a lot of bishops the fault was a moral one and the sin was a sexual sin. That was the big 

mortal sin. The harm that might have been caused to the minor was not treated as seriously. It 

was not realised often, that came slowly, so that they simply adopted the policy that the church 

had had for centuries in dealing with its concept of sexual sin, that if you repented you were 

forgiven and you were restored, so they would have seen, ‘Well, that’s what we should do here’”77 

 

The risk of this belief is that offenses are managed within religious institutions through practices 

associated with repentance and forgiveness rather being reported to the police.  

																																																								
68 16/1 p630, Bishop Dr Peter Jensen, former Archbishop of Sydney 
69 16/1 p630, Bishop Dr Peter Jensen, former Archbishop of Sydney 
70 16/1 p312 
71 16/1 p166 
72 16/1 p166 
73 16/3 p249 
74 16/2 p816 
75 16/2 p858 
76 16/2 p161 
77 16/2 262 Brother Turton 
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“The theology and practice of the reconciliation is oriented towards actions as sinful, not 

criminal. The theological view of sin is that sin can be forgiven through the process of confession, 

absolution and penance. There is no theology of crime.”78 

Existing doctrines of repentance and forgiveness were also identified by religious leaders as problematic in 

the context of child sexual abuse. Although, as stated earlier such claims of ignorance are difficult to 

justify. 

 

“We are not aware of recidivism as an issue, we too easily forgave. I think at heart people almost 

didn’t believe such behaviour could be engaged in in a church environment, I think it was actually 

a disbelief with regard to that, and that’s why we didn’t listen properly to children and when 

complaints were made, they were not properly addressed, … I think those are the causes, or part 

of the causes, that have allowed this horrific abuse of young people to occur in previous 

decades.”79 

 

The impact of the doctrine of forgiveness on victims and survivors is significant. As one religious leader 

stated: 

Central to the Christian faith is forgiveness and when you’re a Christian you know that. 

Unfortunately, the word ‘forgiveness’ can be abused to further abuse victims because the victim – 

say the victim is believed or the survivor is believed, which is hard enough to start with 

sometimes, but say the survivor is believed then it is so easy for the person who believed them to 

say, ‘Well, you’re a Christian, you must forgive’, to which I say this is a very, very shallow view of 

what the Christian faith entails and really what we are often doing by a constant plea that 

survivors forgive is re-abusing them spiritually.80  

The framing of child sexual abuse within a doctrine of sin is perhaps unsurprising given the enduring 

attitudes surrounding sex and sexuality. Within the Catholic system this has been expressed in part through 

the doctrines of celibacy and chastity. Whereas within protestant churches it is often expressed as sexual 

purity.  

 

“Priests and their victims are both taught that any sexual act, thought or desire outside of 

marriage is a mortal sin which, unless absolved by a priest in confession, can be a potential 

sentence of eternity in hell. Catholic children are immersed in this distorted and harmful teaching 

before they even realize what sexuality is all about.”81 

																																																								
78 16/2 p856 Dr Joseph Grayland, New Zealand Catholic priest and sacramental theologian 
79 16/1 p740 Anglican Archbishop Davies 
80 16/1 p740-3 Bishop Dr Peter Jensen 
81 16/2 p754, Dr Thomas P Doyle OP 
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Attitudes surrounding same sex attraction also contribute to the culture of fear and shame within religious 

institutions. In his testimony Catholic Bishop Geoffrey Robinson described the attitude of the Vatican 

surrounding homosexuality as being a significant barrier to reform: 

 

“They were dismissing it (child sexual abuse) as an Anglo-Saxon problem, it didn’t exist 

anywhere else, it was just those dreadful Anglo-Saxons, and they had also dismissed it as a 

homosexual problem, because, I’m sure you are aware, most of the victims of priests were male, 

so they dismissed it as a homosexual problem.” 82  

 

Pope Benedict’s recent comments appear to confirm this statement.83 The impact that such positions have 

had on victims and survivors cannot be understated, the impact of the stigma surrounding sexual abuse and 

the consequences of making allegation against religious leaders are profound. 

“I know of survivors in these towns that have spoken out about child sexual abuse. They have told 

me that after speaking out they were stood down from clubs where they were lifelong members. It 

is like they have literally been wiped out of these communities.”84  

Once again, we return to the issues of clericalism, which one witness describes succinctly as 

 

“the misuse of spiritual authority as a process of ‘religious duress’ whereby victims, ‘believed 

what they had been taught: that priests and bishops are representatives of God, take God’s place 

on earth and are deserving of the highest respect and obedience’.85 

The data reveals that there is both a commitment to86 and discomfort with this system of leadership.  

“There has been a consistency in the exercise of governance in all aspects of the clergy sexual 

abuse phenomenon ... A style of governance and a governmental structure that preserves and 

																																																								
82 16/2 p327 Bishop Robinson ACBC representative 
83 “Part of the physiognomy of the Revolution of ’68 was that paedophilia was then also diagnosed as allowed 
and appropriate.” He goes on to state that the changing attitudes toward sexuality within society resulted in the 
“dissolution of the moral teaching authority of the Church” and gave rise to the formation of “homosexual 
cliques” within Western seminaries. Source https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/full-text-of-benedict-
xvi-the-church-and-the-scandal-of-sexual-abuse-59639 
84 16/1 p524, Mr Andrew Collins 
8516/1 p493, Dr Thomas P Doyle OP, American Dominican priest, canon lawyer and survivor advocate 
86 “The Archbishop of Adelaide, Archbishop Philip Wilson, gave evidence that ‘ontological change doesn’t 
mean making a person superior’. Rather, as ‘we have always understood this, correctly’, it means that, through 
ordination, priests are ‘more radically committed to the service of God’s people than they are from the moment 
of their baptism’. Archbishop Wilson said he thought it was highly possible that ‘even into modern times, 
people might have had the wrong idea’ that ordination ‘separated you and elevated you. I think in my lifetime, 
that is an idea that has been really fought against’.” 16/2 p620 
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protects [the Catholic Church’s] image, stature and power and that of its hierarchical leaders at 

the expense of the most vulnerable members of the People of God is clearly dysfunctional.”87 

Many felt it would be extremely difficult to change these systems of monarchical eccesial governance:  

“ ‘It has deep theological roots, too, because if you imagine God as a monarch and then Jesus as 

a monarch and the apostles are sent out by Jesus, and the Pope and the bishops are the successors 

of the apostles, the whole structure and the model becomes monarchical’. In the Catholic 

tradition, bishops are regarded as successors to Jesus’s 12 apostles.”88  

Yet, simultaneously there is an awareness of the problematic nature of such systems and the impact of 

status markers, such as clerical dress.  

 “He acknowledged that it could be ‘a foreboding presence to have somebody standing before you 

in a Salvation Army uniform’ which sometimes caused survivors to be confused or intimidated.”89  

It is clear from reading the testimony of religious leaders that an attitude of defensiveness remains. It is 

difficult to face the failure of an institution you have devoted much of your life to. It is also difficult to 

engage with the horrific nature of the abuse that occurred. It is important to acknowledge the humanity of 

each and every religious leader who testified, rather than turning them into a caricature or forcing the 

individual to become the face of an institutional system. It is extremely difficult to reflect on the nature of 

a system in which you have invested much and are dependent on.  

 

Interpretations 

Examining this data for theological content has been a complex task of unravelling situational specific 

events, embedded cultural narratives and complex power dynamics. The purpose of qualitative research is 

to begin with the description of a personal experience, hold and compare that experience with others and to 

discover common treads. Finally, to examine the systems, beliefs and practices that hold these threads 

together without compromising the integrity of the individual experience.  

 

I am often asked why we need to examine a system that no longer exists. Much has changed within society 

including our understanding of the ongoing impact of sexual abuse, the negative impact and increase risks 

associated with of out of home care, the nature of paedophilia and tactics used by perpetrators. All of these 

factors have resulted in positive changes in legislation, reporting, risk management, screening and 

oversight practices. Yet as stated earlier these alone are not enough. As the RCIRCSA states: 

																																																								
87 16/2 p643, Dr Thomas Doyle OP, American Dominican priest, canon lawyer and survivor advocate  
88 16/2 p645 Archbishop Mark Coleridge, Archbishop of Brisbane 
89 16/3 p248 Commissioner Tidd 
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“It would be a mistake to regard this child sexual abuse as historical; as something we no longer 

need to be concerned about. While much of the abuse we heard about in religious institutions 

occurred before 1990, long delays in victims disclosing abuse mean that an accurate 

contemporary understanding of the problem is not possible.”90  

The clearest risk factor presented in the data was the belief that the abuse of children does not occur within 

religious organisations and that religious leaders do not abuse children.91 This belief increases the risk of 

abuse occurring, inhibits disclosure of abuse and results in poor institutional responses to abuse. The 

assumption that sexual abuse is a problem which affects all institution in the same way is also not 

supported by the data.92  

 

“People in religious ministry are conferred with a unique status and spiritual authority which 

means they can exert considerable power over children. Research that we commissioned into the 

role of organisational culture in child sexual abuse noted that ‘the more power adults possess 

over children and young people in institutions, the better positioned they are to sexually abuse 

them’.”93  

 

The RCIRCSA found that holding “spiritual or moral authority over a child” and holding positions of 

prestige which result in “the perpetrator being afforded a higher level of trust and credibility” were two of 

the key risk factors for abuse unique to religious institutions.94 Patriarchal clerical leadership culture and 

structures were demonstrated to contribute to the level of risk to children present within religious 

institutions.95 In one of its strongest statements the RCIRCSA found that 

 

“Among these factors, it appears to us that clericalism sits at the centre, where it is 

interconnected with, and in some instances is the root or foundation of, the other contributing 

factors.”96 

 

These findings demonstrate that religious systems and structures which embed children in a culture of 

secrecy, fear, humiliation and shame with the purpose of eliciting unquestioning behavioural compliance 

to achieve religious sanctification pose the highest risk to the child’s safety. The more isolated the child, 

																																																								
90 16/1 p12 
91 “Within religious institutions there was often an inability to conceive that a person in religious ministry was 
capable of sexually abusing a child.” 16/1 p28 
92 “The Forgotten Australians report found that abuse appeared to ‘thrive and survive’ in church-run residential 
institutions with a ‘culture of silence, of power and personal control’. In addition, in institutions with a culture in 
which physical and emotional abuse and neglect were normalised, victims may have been fearful of reporting 
and resistance to abuse may be reduced.”, 16/1 p387 
93 16/1 p355 
94 ES p10 
95 ES p20 
96 16/2 p616 
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both physically and relationally, and the more completely their environment is controlled the higher the 

risk becomes. The use of religion to justify these particular care practices and systems often increased both 

the severity and impact of the abuse. Children are particularly vulnerable to spiritual manipulation and it is 

difficult for them to interpret what is occurring. Added to that they often lack status and agency within 

religious institutions to address such issues when they arise.  

 

The RCIRCSA makes a number of important statements regarding the connection between theology and 

abuse and the impact on the experience of being a child within a religious institution.  

 

Survivors also told us that as children they were threatened or blamed for the sexual abuse they 

experienced, often in ways that manipulated their religious beliefs – such as the threat of being 

sent to hell if they resisted sexual abuse or disclosed it. The use of threats and blame in the name 

of God had a powerful effect on children.97  

We heard that perpetrators of child sexual abuse in religious institutions created barriers to 

disclosure through various strategies, including grooming or psychological manipulation of 

victims, threatening victims, and punishing victims who did disclose. These strategies were often 

employed with religious overtones.98 

The RCIRCSA also undertook an extensive study of church history and law regarding child sexual abuse 

which revealed a long-term commitment to child welfare and a strong and consistent condemnation of the 

sexual abuse of minors.99 This review highlights two key facts. The first that there have been, since the 

earliest days of the church, written laws and punishments addressing the abuse of minors.100 Secondly, that 

the abuse of children has been an ongoing issue, across time and cultural contexts, with repeated instances 

of the church failing to enforce its own laws and concealing instances of abuse. While policy development 

and oversight procedures are essential, there is strong evidence, that they can create a false sense of 

security which can result in a failure to undertake the more effective protective actions, such as shifts in 

institutional culture and structures.101  

 

 

																																																								
97 16/1 p23 
98 16/1 p517 
99 16V1 S3.1 p163-178 
100 There are examples of monastic rules from the Egyptian desert written the third century and in Eastern 
churches St Basil of Caesarea “established guidelines for monastic life which included harsh punishments for 
monks who sexually molested boys” in the fourth century. 16/1 p167 
101 Professor Keith Kaufman and Marcus Erooga with Kelly Stewart, Judith Zatkin, Erin McConnell, Hayley 
Tews and Associate Professor Daryl Higgins, Risk profiles for institutional child sexual abuse: A literature 
review, (Sydney: Commonwealth of Australia, 2016), 84  
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Discussion 

Changes in institutional culture is complex and difficult to achieve. This project has caused me to ask 

many questions about the way I understand both church and the church’s mission. I look at the buildings I 

love, full of art and creativity. Other worldly places of rest for me, symbols of fear and abuse to others. I 

notice the subtle and yet clear markers of status, authority and power present in our faith communities. I 

hear words spoken that affirm the separation of God’s people from his world using the language of both 

threat and superiority.102 I see systems that have contributed so much to their communities, caring for the 

poor and the vulnerable, committed to Christ’s call to love. While those same communities of faith use 

fear, humiliation and shame to fortify the authority they claimed as the representative of God on earth. My 

stomach turns as I read the truly astounding and horrifically creative ways children, families, 

congregations, communities and denominations were manipulated by perpetrators who wielded theology 

as a weapon. I watch as those in power continue to defend their actions with ignorance and question the 

authority of those who try to hold them to account. The empowerment of children within the religious 

institutions will require creativity; it is not enough to assume children should adapt to adult systems or that 

it is safe for them to do so. 

 

Image of God 

It is clear that particular images of God and the child contributed the perpetuation of religious institutional 

beliefs, practices, systems and structures that placed children at risk. A hierarchical, unchanging and 

punitive image of God and the ethics which accompany such images, are deeply embedded and often 

unexamined within many religious institutions. Similarly, Neoplatonist dualism, the separation of the 

sacred and the secular, continues to raise the status of religious institutions and those who lead them. This 

has contributed to systems of isolation, secrecy and self-reliance.  

 

Image of Humanness 

The influence of the Enlightenment period’s understanding of humanness and the dominance of reason and 

logic and the denigration of the body, emotion and desire appear to have contributed the intellectualisation 

of faith and a fracturing of the self. When overlayed with the behavioural moralism inherent in 

Augustine’s doctrine of sin103, the physicality and sexuality of humanness become shrouded in fear and 

shame. 

 

Image of the Child 

When the child’s full humanity is denied, the risk of abuse increases exponentially. This image can take 

many forms. Within the contexts of institutional care and education, children can become commodified as 

																																																								
102“Freedom of belief is our most important right in Australia, and it must be defended and protected” and 
Christianity is “the single greatest influence on Australian society”. acl.org.au  
103 For a helpful review of the shifting and enduring influence of Augustine’s doctrine of sin refer to: David H. 
Kelsy, “Whatever happened to the doctrine of sin?”, in Theology Today; (1993: 50/2); p169-178 
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primarily a source of income. Within ecclesial and congregational contexts children may be seen as future 

adult members of the church, essential for long term institutional survival. A similar image can lie behind 

missional engagements. For example, when churches provide entertaining children’s programs to bring 

church members into contact with the adults in the child’s life.  

 

The frequent representation of the child as deceitful and/or complicit is grounded in the doctrine of original 

sin. 104 Such behaviour is seen as indicator of the child’s fallen state, particularly when the ‘lie’ being told 

is that they have been abused by a person in religious leadership. This image has taken a new form in the 

post ChildSafe era. There are many now who warn against the scapegoating of clergy and the risk of 

people abusing their new found power by making false allegations.105 In contrast, the image of the helpless 

child often is used to justify the church assuming responsibility for their care and in doing so strip the child 

of agency.  

 

Another outworking of the image of the commodified child is the use of the child as a metaphor, a practice 

common in biblical interpretation. This leads us to one of the most profoundly damaging images, that of 

the willingly sacrificed child.106 Throughout the RCIRCSA Final Report we witness the wellbeing and 

safety of the child being sacrificed for the sake of the reputation and ongoing influence of religious 

institutions. In the face of accusation, evidence and even confessions of guilt, religious institutions 

consistently chose to cover up abuse and move perpetrators to prevent scandal and loss of status. The child 

is seen as little more than collateral damage, to be sacrificed for the greater good.  

 

Limitations 

The most significant limitation of this study is the absence of children, victims and survivors. Another 

significant limitation is the inability for study participants to respond to the findings and guide the 

interpretation.  

 

Future research needs  

This paper calls practitioners and theologians to engage seriously with high-risk theological perspectives 

and practices through the lens of children’s experience within religious institutions to develop a rubric for 

the evaluation of ecclesial and missional activities with children.  

																																																								
104 The doctrine of original sin and the doctrine of predestination when combined have given rise to a belief that 
certain children, those conceived out of wedlock, are beyond redemption- illegitimate children. Such children 
are not only inferior they may also pose a risk to those around them. The ongoing Mother and Baby Homes 
Commission of Investigation in Ireland is currently examining the seemingly deadly outcomes of such belief 
systems. http://www.mbhcoi.ie/mbh.nsf/page/Terms%20of%20Reference-en   
105 Muriel Porter, 2019. “Scapegoating and blind panic” Health and Integrity in Church and Ministry: An 
ecumenical conversation on the task of rebuilding and renewal after the Royal Commission into Institutional 
Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, Edited by Stephen Crittenden (Melbourne: Franciscan Friars) 41-42 
106 Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice Isaac in an act of unquestioning obedience (Gen 22) is viewed as an 
indicator of his faith (Heb 11:17) and by some “credited to him as righteousness” (Rom 4:22).  
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Recommendations and Responses 

The work produced in this study has been costly. It has taken great courage for those who participated in 

the Royal Commission process, yet there are many whose stories remain unheard. The findings are 

difficult to engage with because they challenge deeply held beliefs about who we are as the Church and the 

role we play in the lives of children. These atrocities have occurred within our lifetime, within the walls of 

our faith communities. They were denied and covered up by those invested in the protection of those faith 

communities. While this paper is a call for lament and repentance, it is also a call for action.  

What follows are a series of papers that delve deeper into particular aspect of these findings. It is our hope 

that this collection of responses will grow as practitioners and theologians consider our work. However, it 

is not enough for this project to become a place for abstract arguments or theoretical ponderings. The 

victims and survivors have shared their lived experiences as children in midst of our ecclesiology and 

mission.  

 There are still children in the midst of our ecclesiology and mission.  

When Jesus placed the child in the midst of an argument about status and power, it is important to note that 

the child was already present. Jesus acknowledged this presence. He called his disciples to welcome the 

child and in doing so challenged the ideas they held about authority and greatness. Yet, it didn’t take long 

for the disciples to become distracted again.Our prayer is that we will keep our eyes fixed on the children 

in our midst. Not for the sake of our reputation or our future survival, but because they are image bearer of 

the Divine, fearfully and wonderfully made.   
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