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PAIN AND TRAVESTY 

                  Joseph Poznanski   

Underpinned by conservative impulses, many Catholics today are likely to believe that their Church 

is a prosperous, moral and a just community of people, united in the spirit of Jesus Christ; guided by 

spiritual role models, the clergy, whose values and actions are unquestionable. For the majority of 

devoted Church goers, to doubt a Priest, whose power rests in the vested trust of his parishioners, 

seems wrong and unnecessary. Furthermore, the idea that a Priest can engage in paedophilic 

criminal acts with a minor would be abhorrent and incomprehensible.  

The festering issue of clergy sexual abuse, no doubt deeply hurts Australian Church communities. It 

challenges parishioners’ values and lifestyles that are built around the practice of the Christian faith.  

And within those Church communities, clergy and the religious who passionately dedicate their lives 

to the message of Jesus Christ, also suffer knowing that every sexual abuse scandal, mercilessly 

damages the Christian Church.   

Choosing to ignore the issue or believing that the problem is insignificant or that it does not exist, 

will not remove the problem.  Ignorance breeds fear, avoidance, and denial of reality. These 

common psychological reactions leave no room for empathy or genuine compassion for the victims, 

who exist in much greater numbers than we are aware of.   

The institution of the Church appears to have difficulty in expressing empathy to the victims of 

clergy abuse. Victims often feel betrayed not only by the Church, but also by their families and 

parish members, who appear to them to be complicit with the Church, refusing to understand or 

acknowledge their trauma. Victims often feel helplessly trapped in a quagmire of spiritual betrayal, 

shame, post-traumatic guilt, and fear.  Few are eager to come out of the closet. And those that do, 

run the risk of being viewed as radical enemies of the Church, unwilling to “forgive and move on”. 

No simple language can express the full meaning of the anguish that an adult victim of clergy child 

sexual abuse experiences during his or her life. When the meaning of the victim’s trauma remains 

distorted or ignored in the wider community;  when the heavy weight of psychological trauma and 

its implications for the victim are minimised or completely dismissed by families, local parishioners, 

and community at large;  when rape of a child in a religious context, is referred to as “sin” rather 

than a “crime” or a “boundary violation” rather than “sexual assault”; when the criminals continue 

to prey and preach from the pulpit, whilst their evil deeds are brushed under the carpet and kept 

“in house” – “in God’s house”;  it is precisely under these conditions that the effects of the victims’ 

trauma become compounded. While these traumatic impacts remain unrecognized and 

unacknowledged, the abuse continues to re-occur.  

The Australian Catholic Church is practically the same institution as that of the Irish Catholic Church. 

But, our Victorian Government has not instigated an independent judicial  enquiry like the 

Government of Ireland has done. Our Government has adopted a cheap time-limited Parliamentary 

Committee investigation, which will be implemented by politicians whose formal education 
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encompasses BA in Communications; Bachelor of Nursing; Bachelor of Economics; and Masters in 

Industrial Relations.  No social scientists or legal experts in sight.  This soft investigative option will 

not lead to prosecution of criminals; or to future establishment of appropriate judicial processes for 

the delivery of just financial restitution. Will it lead to changes that will force religious institutions, 

like any other organisation, to account for gross professional misconducts in a Court of Law? Will it 

result in serious administrative reform such as the establishment of an Office of Religious Integrity?  

Professionally I work as a counselling psychologist with adults who had experienced all kinds of 

trauma, including trauma stemming from clergy sexual abuse during childhood or adolescence. My 

experience tells me that people who would be disturbed most by the recent media reports about 

the Church’s victims, would be those who, at some stage of their life, had experienced a similar 

trauma themselves. A non-abused reader of the recent media reports, most likely, would be 

disturbed to read of police investigators linking 40 deaths to clergy abuse. An adult victim of child 

sexual abuse in a religious context would find such headlines quite distressing and would probably 

refrain from reading further. When victims are inadvertently exposed to media coverage about 

sexual abuse, they become distressed, agitated, emotionally numb, and severely depressed for 

days. They experience nightmares and flashbacks, and become vulnerable to suicidal ideations.  

Published psychological literature shows that the consequences of sexual abuse are pervasive and 

durable throughout a victim’s life.  We now know that sexual violation of a child or adolescent, 

disrupts normal patterns of psychological and emotional development. When sexual abuse is 

perpetrated on a child by an authority figure, one who holds the power and authority of God and 

trust of others in a community, the damage is not only psychological but also spiritual.  A victim 

often suffers loss of beliefs and values, which once permeated his or her developing personality 

during the growing years.  The resultant alteration in core self-beliefs often leads to confusion 

regarding one’s identity, and a lifetime of ambivalence regarding issues surrounding the need to 

belong.  In many victims, family instilled religious beliefs that initially sustained them, are replaced 

by beliefs of being betrayed by the Church; being betrayed by the clergy, and being alienated from 

the church community. Many victims lose their faith in God; after all no godly power protected 

them from being grossly violated, at a young age, by those who were meant to represent God.     

Whilst people cope in various ways with the consequences of their victimization, in the majority of 

cases the psychological effects of the sexual assault, perpetrated on a child by a religious authority 

figure, reverberate throughout the victim’s life in debilitating ways. The common cluster of 

psychological and social impacts that adult survivors of clergy sexual abuse carry throughout their 

lives, include: significant difficulties in ability to establish, trusting, meaningful and close 

interpersonal relationships; deeply ingrained feelings of low self-esteem, guilt and shame; poor self-

awareness and difficulties in regulating of emotions; a sense of powerless and associated inability to 

make decisions; and an impaired capacity to establish and maintain life goals. Dysfunctional coping 

methods may also become ingrained, such as life-long addictions to drugs, alcohol, and/or 

gambling, all aimed to numb the internal emotional stress that stems from deep seated feelings of 

being damaged and de-valued.  
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Many people touched by sexual abuse in religious contexts live their lives in social isolation; 

struggling with issues of loneliness, trust and self-worth.  The majority of victims rarely enjoy long 

term vocational pursuits and rarely attain their personal life goals. Their life-long scars usually 

require long-term individual psychotherapy and counselling. 

Child sexual abuse reduces victims’ quality of life in profound ways. Our society shies away from 

being reminded that such immoral acts do happen in various religious contexts. Within the Catholic 

Church, denial of the hidden sexual abuse problem has been maintained for centuries, as victims of 

these ungodly acts, throughout their lives expend considerable energy to avoid triggers of their 

traumatic memories. They do not present with visible physical injuries, disabilities or sensory 

impairments. Many remain unknown, inconspicuous, spiritually, psychologically and socially 

impaired . . . and silent.  For clergy abuse victims to reconnect with their loved ones and with their 

community, they need genuine empathy and a genuine acknowledgement of their suffering.  For 

them, justice can only be achieved if the perpetrators are trialled and convicted; and they, the 

victims are justly compensated for their unrecoverable personal losses.  Only a Royal Commission 

can fully explore and understand the personal damage that victims of child sexual abuse in religious 

contexts have endured and continue to endure throughout their lives.    
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