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'Zero tolerance' policy for abusive 
priests hides Vatican's laxness 

W
HEN HE VISITS the Unit
ed States this week, Pope 
Francis is likely to repeat 
his acclaimed vow of "zero 

tolerance" for clergy who sexually abuse 
minors. 

For most Americans, this will have a. 
reassuring ring. We assume we know 
what the pope means - that the global 
Catholic Church now adheres to the 
same "one strike and you're out" policy 
that, at least in theory, has bound all US 
bishops since 2002. 

That rule says that clergy guilty of 
"even a single act" of sexual abuse will 
be "removed permanently" from minis
try. 

But this isn't what the pope is say
ing. The troubling fact is that zero toler
ance still is not compulsory in the glob
al Catholic Church. It exists in the Unit
ed States only because of the public 
outrage that engulfed American bishops 
in 2002, following revelations that they 
had kept child molesters in ministry. 
They obtained special permission from 
the Vatican to adopt a tougher measure. 

Outside the United States, however, 
bishops follow the church's universal 
law, which gives them - and guilty cler
ics - plenty of wiggle room. Priests who 
molest minors are to receive ''just pen
alties:' which can be as mild as a warn
ing. 

Permanent removal is reserved only 
for certain cases, which the Vatican de
scribed in a policy framework sent to 
the world's bishops in 2011. A priest 
must be removed permanently if his 
ministry would be "a danger for minors 
or a cause of scandal:' 

This guideline sounds like zero toler
ance, but it's not. It allows a bishop to 
retain a guilty priest if he or the Vatican 
decides that the priest has reformed 
and will not trigger negative publicity. 

The Vatican's continued laxness to
ward abusive priests is playing out trag
ically around the world today- espe
cially in countries with weak reporting 
laws. That's because another church law 
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Monsignor William Lynn, a former • 
church official jailed for his 
handling of priest sexual-abuse 
complaints, emerged from a bail 
hearing in Philad~lphia in 2014. 

helps the priest's identity stay secret: 
Church officials need not report child 
abuse unless local secular law requires 
it. 

The result is that Catholic officials in 
many countries still give second chanc
es to child molesters, with the Vatican's 
permission. 

In Argentina, Francis' homeland, 
Catholic bishops are bound by neither 
zero tolerance nor, in most cases, man
datory reporting laws. In our recent re
search, we easily located several public
ly accused priests still in ministry in Ar
gentina, including a priest in the La 
Plata archdiocese who has been accused 
by more than 15 victims in the past two 
years. 

Similarly, in researching the Philip
pine Catholic Church, we found several 
examples of Filipino bishops retaining 
priests who are barred from ministry by 
US bishops. One, a priest criminally 
convicted of sexual misconduct with a 
minor in Detroit, was recently a fea
tured preacher at prayer gatherings 
that included young people. His bishop 
defended the priest's ministry to an 
American reporter: "What obstacle can 

there be if he has already served his 
punishment or penalty?" 

In a 2012 interview, Cardinal Anto
nio Luis Tagle, the popular Manila arch
bishop who is close to Pope Francis, ad
mitted that zero-tolerance was "still be
ing debated" among his fellow bishops. 
''We've ha.a cases in the past ... in 
which some priests who had offended 
were given a second chance and turned 
out to be very good priests;' Tagle said. 

Clearly, when an institution as pow
erful and ubiquitous as the Catholic 
Church has an official policy of retain
ing child molesters under certain cir
cumstances, we must keep working for 
change. 

At minilllum, Pope Francis must en
act real zero tolerance. His reform 
should correct the grave flaws of the US 
church's version - weaknesses demon
strated by recent clergy abuse cases in 
Newark, Kansas Gty, Mo., and the 1W:in 
Cities. But even a weak version of zero 
tolerance makes children safer. The rule 
has "made it harder for bishops to find 
excuses to keep a wayward priest in 
ministry;' observed Nicholas Cafardi, a 
canon and civil lawyer who chaired the 
US bishops' National Review Board for 
the Protection of Children and Youth. 

We also should exhort Pope Francis' 
most trusted adviser on the abuse crisis, 
Boston's Cardinal Sean O'Malley, to ad
vocate for a zero tolerance law. He 
heads the Pontifical Commission for the 
Protection of Minors, which is charged 
with recommending best practices for 
responding to abuse. 

In the meantime, this otherwise 
forthright pope should acknowledge 
the gap between his promise and his 
policy. "There is absolutely no place in 
ministry for those who abuse minors:' 
he said this February. Until church law 
is changed, this is not true. 
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