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To the Chairman and Members of the Family and Community Development 

Committee 

Introduction 

I work as a counselling psychologist specializing in trauma. My evidence today is based on 

my professional experiences with adult victims of childhood sexual abuse in religious 

contexts. Most of these individuals were born into catholic families.  

1. For all my clients it took much courage to step forward and to seek help, to seek 

justice through the existing channels like Towards Healing or Melbourne Response 

processes, which on paper are meant to offer compassion and healing, and bring 

validation and some closure to the victims’ suffering. 

 

2. For all my clients their traumatic memory of abuse is painful and shrouded in 

internalized feelings of shame. Most of these individuals, prior to coming to therapy, 

have suppressed their traumatic memory for decades. Often there is no one close in 

their lives to understand their past and its relationship to their present circumstances, 

which almost always are marked by reduced quality of life.  

 

3. My clients are people who are stuck in their trauma and cannot move forward away 

from living a life of loneliness, having no family of their own, no lasting friendships, 

and no plans for the future. The intensity of the adverse psychological consequences 

varies from one client to another, but it is clear to me that the emotional impacts of 

abuse, no matter how subtle they are, reverberate throughout my clients’ lives. These 

survivors internally cope by avoiding and minimizing the significance of their abuse 

experiences. From my clinical experience the more a victim suppresses, minimizes or 

denies the significance of his or her abuse, the greater is the victim’s psychological 

and social dysfunction.  

 

4. Internalized feelings of shame, disconnection from social contacts, depleted emotional 

resources are the reasons why many victims do not come forward and report their 

complaints through the Towards Healing or Melbourne response processes.  
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5. I believe that the Church hierarchy is well aware of the tendency for the victims to 

live their lives in isolation. The victims’ symptomatic patters of avoidant dissociative 

behaviours, I believe have been exploited by the abusing priests and their religious 

institutions for centuries, in a shared tacit knowledge that the victims of their hideous 

crimes are unlikely to talk or come forward, as they are heavily burdened by the social 

stigma that they carry as a result of their abuse. 

 

6. A large proportion of my clients suffer a condition known as Complex PTSD. One of 

the critical symptoms of this condition, if left untreated, is the loss of core beliefs that 

previously sustained the individual. These beliefs refer to a person’s fundamental 

values that are instilled during one’s social development within a family environment. 

These beliefs relate to faith, moral and cultural values.   

7. Clergy abuse not only attenuates individual’s psychological capacity to cope with 

demands of everyday living, but also it attenuates the victim’s spiritual beliefs and 

their sense of belonging to family, their church and the local community.      

 

8. The loss of spiritual believes and the loss of one’s sense of belonging, is yet another 

factor that keeps victims out of sight and at a distance from the church and its parish 

community.  

 

Church complaint processes  

1. All of my clergy abuse clients have entered at some stage the Towards Healing 

process or Melbourne Response process. All of them are fearful of church authorities 

and mistrustful of their intentions. They all have found the complaint process very 

stressful. Given that victims have experienced abuse at the hands of priests,  moral 

‘authority figures’ who held a considerable ‘power’ at the time of the abuse, my 

clients’ ambivalence, fear and anger towards the Church representatives of the 

Towards Healing process and Melbourne response is not surprising.  

 

2. I believe, that the Church authorities ought to be explicit about their commitment to 

healing and justice for the victims, not only in their documented policies, but also in 

their actions; there needs to be transparency and visibility that this espoused 

commitment is applied in practice.  The ‘commitment’ to ‘healing’, in my experience 

has not been apparent.  Most clients, with whom I have had the privilege of working, 

appear to feel that the Towards Healing process had been geared more towards denial 

or minimization of their suffering.  I will now give some examples:  

 

 My clients who have gone through the Towards Healing process found the initial 

step extremely difficult. They had to make an 1800 call to a Professional 

Standards Office located in a Victorian Country Town to register their complaint 
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in detail. To be expected to disclose sensitive personal information at a distance 

to a completely unknown representative of the Church authority, is a reflection of 

insensitivity rather than compassion on the part of the administrators of the 

Towards Healing process.  

 The most critical issue for my clients, is the protracted nature of the complaint 

process and in many instances lack of pastoral care during its lengthy duration. In 

my experience, no representative from Towards Healing has ever approached any 

of my clients to enquire about their well-being and whether or not he or she 

would like to accept a pastoral meeting with a Provincial of the relevant religious 

Order.  

 As a psychologist I am often exposed to clients’ despair and helplessness that 

comes from their experience of the Towards Healing process as being protracted 

and legally oriented;, rather than a process that places expression of compassion 

and concern for the client at the heart of the espoused “towards healing” 

objective.  

 In my experience I have rarely witnessed any sign of compassion or empathy on 

the part of attending church representatives. On most occasions they appear to 

attend the mediation session together with a lawyer and on some occasions 

representative of Catholic Insurers.  From a psychological perspective the silent 

treatment that victims are subjected to, over an extensive period of their 

legalistically flavoured complaint process, causes my clients a significant degree 

of distress rather than an emotional relief that comes with the experience of 

therapeutic healing.  

 To give a further example, one of my clients waited almost three years for his 

Towards Healing process to be completed. On the day of much awaited mediation 

he was offered a pastoral session from a Marist Provincial who came along with a 

lawyer. After the Pastoral session had finished, the lawyer has acted in an 

adversarial bullying manner towards my client and my client’s advocacy team. 

The lawyer stated that there be no more negotiation and that he is not going to 

miss his lunch.  

 

Problems in defining trauma 

1. It is not unusual for a psychiatrist appointed by the Towards Healing authorities to 

see an adult victim of childhood clergy abuse for less than an hour. It is also not 

uncommon for the psychiatrist to conclude that there is no evidence of a severe 

psychiatric condition such as Schizophrenia in my client’s presentation and that 

the client’s apparent problems of living are more related to childhood family 

experiences, rather than experience of alleged abuse.  
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2. It appears that reported absence of a severe psychiatric condition persuades the 

Church authorities to conclude that the abuse has not had a considerable impact on 

the complainant’s life. Psychiatrist’s report often will indicate that the abuse has 

accounted roughly for 5% or 10% of the complainant’s dysfunction. Such 

assessments are used as a yard stick for quantifying the compensation, which in 

majority of cases is more like salt to the festering wound.  

 

3. The mental health research literature indicates that there is an increased 

prevalence of childhood abuse in almost all psychiatric conditions. However 

research data is highly inconsistent with regard to the relationship between 

childhood sexual abuse and schizophrenia. On the other hand, there is a significant 

consistency in the research data with regard to childhood sexual abuse and the 

onset of dramatic personality disorders and post traumatic conditions.  

 

4. In my experience of working with victims of abuse most common mental health 

issue is Complex Post Traumatic Disorder. Individuals with this condition may 

not necessarily present depressed or disconnected from reality.  A single 

assessment session is unlikely to uncover the cluster of common Complex PTSD 

symptoms which include:  

 feelings of being permanently damaged;  

 not being able to plan and maintain basic life goals;  

 not being able to regulate emotions in stressful situations;  

 having considerable difficulties with trust and inter-personal relationships;  

 having impaired ability to form attachments and to maintain long term 

relationships;  

 having intermittent suicidal ideations;  

 feeling often highly stressed and irritable;  

 feeling utterly worthless with no vision for the future; and  

 having no beliefs or values that would internally morally support an 

individual in his or her daily struggles with loneliness and lack of 

connectivity with the mainstream society.  

5. Whilst there is considerable evidence that sexual abuse in childhood results in the 

onset of Complex PTSD in adulthood, to date the condition has not been included 

in the world’s established diagnostic manuals.  And so this presents another 

complication that increases the likelihood that victim’s trauma-based 

psychological and social effects of clergy abuse are going to be left unrecognised 

by the Toward Healing or Melbourne Response process and even current judicial 

system.   

 

6. Finally, I would like to say that I do not believe that the Church organisations 

wish to know specifically about the array of psychological consequences in 

individuals, who were abused in their childhood by a priest.  They claim that 

compassion and healing are important without showing any commitment to 

understanding the psychological emotional and social nature of the consequences 

of the abuse.  
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Recommendations 

I believe that the religious figures ought to be mandated to report criminal offence to the 

police as it is the public justice system that is the rightful arena for executing responsible 

justice decisions and appropriate countermeasures to criminal behavior committed by an 

offender. 

I believe that the Church or personnel in religious contexts need to be educated about 

common symptoms of inter-personal trauma, grooming behaviours of perpetrators.   

I believe that the Church, like major public institutions of which representatives come into 

direct contact with members of the community (e.g. Victoria Police) ought to stipulate its 

firm commitment to the utilization of an appropriate, valid and reliable battery of 

psychometric tests as an important component of the selection process in relation to those 

who wish to enter priesthood.    

I recommend that Church’s internal investigation of abuse ought to be abolished and such 

investigations should be conducted by an independent body.  


