
dedicated men and women religious and 
virtuous laity. The strong sacramental 
and devotional life which developed 
among American Catholics is an impor
tant part of that "perfection of love" 
(cf. Lumen Gentium, 40) by which they 
have sought God's glory and their 
neighbor's good. The fruits of that love 
are prayer, penance and generosity in 
personal acts of service, as well as in the 
support of Catholic charitable institu
tions and of the church's missionary ac
tivity throughout the world. 

The church's life and mission 
have not been without extraordinary 
consequence for all your countrymen, 
since - as Bishop Carroll pointed out 

religion benefits the whole country, 
"whose welfare depends on the morals 
of its citizens." Indeed, respect for those 
laws of God which are' 'written on the 
human heart" (cf. Rom. 2:15) con
stitutes the indispensable condition for 
the victory of rectitude and goodness in 
human affairs, both as regards in
dividuals as well as society itself. 
Catholics in the United States have 
played a significant role in upholding the 
moral principles of justice, freedom and 
respect for human dignity and rights 
which are essential for the common 
good, and without which a nation can
not endure. 

3. My Brothers: The wisdom of 
Bishop Carroll's letter and the lessons 
of your history have much to teach the 
church's pastors in every age. To the 
past you owe the foundations upon 
which the church in the United States 
lives and grows today. As bishops, you 
are the "watchmen" (cf. Ezek. 3: 17ff) 
whom the Lord has appointed to 
preserve what you have received; you 
and your people must also be like that 
"wise man" in the Gospel who builds 

his house "upon the rock" (cf. Mt. 
7:24ff). Moreover, as "good and 
faithful servants," the master calls you 
not merely to preserve the gift received, 
but to bring forth abundant fruit and 
thus enter into his joy (cf. Mt. 25:14ff). 

"Catholics in the 
United States have played a 
significant role in upholding 
the moral principles of 
justice, freedom and 
respect for human dignity 
and rights which are essen
tial for the common good." 

Some of the challenges which 
Bishop Carroll faced two centuries ago 
are still present today. As pastors, you 
are concerned that the faithful, especial
ly the young, be properly instructed in 
sound doctrine and moral teaching, and 
that they form their consciences correct
ly; that there be a sufficient number of 
well-trained and dedicated clergy; that 
the church's liturgy, especially the 
eucharist, be celebrated with deep faith 
and reverence; that due provision be 
made for the support of the church and 
for the needy; that Catholics contribute 
effectively to the moral well-being and 
cultural growth of American society. 

To these we must add the par
ticular challenges of our own times, 
both within the church and the world at 
large. As new immigration continues 
and the remnants of racism remain, 
Catholics are called to an ever deeper 
love, respect and care for one another 
within the unity of Christ's body so as 
to be a model of harmony for all peo

pIe. In a world which is too often forget
ful of spiritual realities, you are called 
to bear prophetic witness to the primacy 
of God and to the transcendent human 
vocation which alone reveals life's W'~ 
meaning and purpose. The religious, 
philosophical and ethical pluralism 
within your country invites you to seek 
to collaborate with other believers and 
all people of good will in upholding the 
dignity and rights of the human person 
from conception to natural death. The 
strength and inspiration for your com
mitment to this task is drawn from your 
Catholic faith itself. As evidenced by 
your pastoral letters of recent years, 
many of the great issues of the day re
quire a profound theological reflection 
which gives continuity to the great 
heritage of the church's teaching. 

4. Bishop Carroll concluded his 
first pastoral letter with this exhortation 
to his fellow Catholics in the United 
States: "The church bears (Mary) this 
honorable testimony, that it is often ow
ing to her patronage that nations 
preserve or recover the integrity of 
Christian faith and morality. Let this be 
exemplified in our own country." 

And so it is to Mary, who under 
the title of her Immaculate Conception 
is the patroness of the United States of 
America, that I commend each of you, 
dear brothers, and all the clergy, 
religious and laity of the church in your ,.; 
bountiful land, on the joyful occasion W 
of the present bicentenary. May she con
tinue to guide the church in your coun
tryon its pilgrimage of faith to a future 
filled with the abundance of God's 
grace. With confidence in her maternal 
intercession and with affection in our 
Lord Jesus Christ, I cordiall}l:Jmpart to 
you my apostolic blessing. III 

rJ c"e,...,~ e.r t (..'18<1Bishops' Administrative Committee 
]'lo.j ~ <.1.), 

Statement on Priests and Child Abuse 

The "problem of priests and 

child abuse is a serious one" and "even 
a single case is one too many." But 
given the fact that there are 53,000 U.S. 
Catholic priests "it is in fact quite un
common, " the National Conference of 
Catholic Bishops' Administrative Com
mittee said in a statement Nov. 5. 
Allegations that a U.S. bishop commit
ted pedophilia with a youth in his 
diocese prompted the statement. "The 
understanding ofour conference is that 
these allegations have been made by the 
same individuals before, that they have 
been examined by church authorities 
and that they have been determined to 
lack substance," the committee said. 
The accusations were made at a Nov. 5 
press conference in Baltimore sponsored 

by a group called Catholics for an Open 
Church, which also said some bishops 
are failing to appropriately handle 
pedophilia cases that involve priests (see 
the marginal note on page 393). But, 
said the Administrative Committee, to
day the very "hint ofsuch a case is view
ed by a bishop with alarm." Attached 
to its Nov. 5 statement was a 1988 U.S. 
Catholic Conference statement in" 
dicating "the seriousness with which the 
church views the problem ofchild abuse 
and the steps it is taking to address it, " 
said the committee. (That statement ap
peared in Origins, vol. 17: no. 36.) The 
complete text of the Administrative 
Committee's statement follows. 

The problem of priests and child 

abuse is a serious one, but not a very 
common one. Seen in proportion, it is 
in fact quite uncommon. Several such 
cases have been reported widely by the 
media in recent years, but those ac
counts need to be seen in comparison to 
the 53,000 priests in the United States. 
The vast, vast majority of priests are liv
ing exemplary lives in service to God and 
their people, in fidelity· to their 
commitments. 

Child abuse is, of course, not a , 
church or a clerical problem exclusive
ly, but one which plagues secular groups 
as well - including those involved in 
education and child care. Sadly, the 
most frequent offenders are found 
among individual parents and step
parents. But the church can take no 
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comfort from the fact that many groups 
in society are affected, nor from the fact 
that the relative incidence of child abuse 
among clergy is very low. Even a single 
case is one too many - which is why 
the church views even a rumor of such 
an occurrence with intense concern. 
Church leaders are advised to investigate 
immediately, to remove a priest rapidly 
where the evidence warrants it, to seek 
appropriate treatment for the offender 
and to extend pastoral help to the vic
tim of such a tragedy and to the victim's 
family. 

However such cases may have 
been handled in past decades - when 
psychology was less sophisticated and 
when child abuse may have been viewed 

as simply a moral failing for which one 
should be repentant, rather than a 
psychological addiction for which treat
ment was mandatory - today things are 

"Church leaders are 
advised to investigate im
mediately, to remove a 
priest rapidly where the 
eVidence warrants it, to 
seek appropriate treatment 
for the offender and to ex
tend pastoral help to the vic
tim of such a tragedy and to 
the victim's family." 

different. The hint of such a case is 
viewed by a bishop with alarm. 

The attached statement, issued 
by the U.S. Catholic Conference in 
1988, reflects the consistent approach by 
the conference over several years. The 
statement indicates the seriousness with 
which the church views the problem of 
child abuse and the steps it is taking to 
address it. 

As to the specific charges made 
today accusing a member of the hierar
chy of sexual offenses, the understanding 
of our conference is that these allegations 
have been made by the same individuals 
before, that they have been examined by 
church authorities and that they have 
been determined to lack substance. ]:I 

U.S. Bishops' Meeting 

Resolution on Abortion 
The U. S. bishops reaffirmed 

their conviction "that all human life is 
sacred, whether born or unborn" in a 
resolution on abortion approved Nov. 
7 during their meeting in Baltimore. 
Commenting on the U.S. Supreme 
Court's recent "Webster vs. Reproduc
tive Health Services" decision (Origins, 
vol. 19: no. 9), the bishops said it in
dicates that a "state's interest in protec
ting life might well exist throughout 
pregnancy, not only after viability. " 
They added, "We are encouraged by 
this." In their resolution, the bishops 
summarize their long- and short-range 
public policy goals regarding abortion, 
which include: "1.} constitutional pro
tection for the right to life of unborn 
children to the maximum degree possi
ble; 2.} federal and state laws and ad
ministrative policies that restrict support 
for the practice of abortion; 3.} con
tinual refinement and ultimate reversal 
ofSupreme Court and other court deci
sions that deny the inalienable right to 
life; 4.} supportive legislation to provide 
morally acceptable alternatives to abor
tion. " The complete text of the resolu
tion follows. 

The decision of the U.S. 
Supreme Court in Webster vs. 
Reproductive Health Services provides 
reason to hope that our nation is mov
ing toward a time when unborn children 
will again enjoy the protection of law. 
The court recognized states'. legitimate 
interest in protecting prenatal life and 
their authority to adopt laws favoring 
childbirth over abortion. The court in
dicated that a state's interest in protect
ing life might well exist throughout 
pregnancy, not only after viability. We 
are encouraged by this. 

Yet abortion on demand remains 
our nation's legal policy because the 

1973 Supreme Court decisions that 
legalized abortion throughout preg
nancy have not been overturned. 
Because of those decisions many citizens 
believe that women have a moral right 
to abort their unborn children. This has 
led to erosion of respect for the right to 
life, which is bestowed by the Creator 
and cannot legitimately be denied by any 
nation or court. More than 1.5 million 
unborn children in the United States 
continue to die each year by abortion, 
and increasing numbers of women suf
fer abortion's physical, emotional and 
spiritual pain. Often they suffer alone, 
deserted by men unwilling to 
acknowledge their own responsibilities 
as fathers. 

Most Americans believe that 
abortion should be illegal except in cer
tain limited circumstances; an over
whelming majority agrees that unmar
ried minors should not obtain abortions 
without parental knowledge or consent. 

. Nonetheless, pro-abortion or so
called "pro-choice" groups have 
mounted a campaign to convince 
legislators and others that Americans 
want abortion on demand. These 
organizations have formed new political 
arms and have intensified efforts to 
defeat politicians who do not support 
permissive abortion. 

Because of the critical importance 
of the issue and the need for a timely 
response, we wish to reaffirm our convic
tion that all human life is sacred whether 
born or unborn. With the Second Vatican 
Council we declare that "from the mo
ment of conception life must be guarded 
with the greatest care, while abortion and 
infanticide are unspeakable crimes" 
(Gaudium et Spes, 51). 

As leaders of the Catholic com
munity in the United States we 
acknowledge our right and responsibility 

to help establish laws and social policies 
protecting the right to life of unborn 
children, providing care and services for 
women and children, and safeguarding 
human life at every stage and in every 
circumstance. 

At this particular time, abortion 
has become the fundamental human 
rights issue for all men and women of 
good will. The duty to respect life in all 
its stages and especially in the womb is 
evident when one appreciates the un· 
born child's membership in our human 
family, and the grave consequences of 
denying moral or legal status to any 
class of human beings because of their 
age or condition of dependency. 

We who revere human life as 
created in the image and likeness of God 
have all the more reason to take a stand. 
For us abortion is of overriding concern 
because it negates two of our most fun
damental moral imperatives: respect for 
innocent life and preferential concern 
for the weak and defenseless. As we said 
three years ago in reaffirming our 
"Pastoral Plan for Pro-Life Activities"; 
"Because victims of abortion are the 
most vulnerable and defenseless 
members of the human family, it is im
perative that we, as Christians called to 
serve the least among us, give urgent at
tention and priority to this issue. Our 
concern is intensified by the realization 
that a policy and practice allowing over 
1.5 million abortions annually cannot 
but diminish respect for life in other 
areas." No Catholic can responsibly 
take a "pro-choice" stand when the 
"choice" in question involves the tak
ing of innocent human life. 

We therefore call upon Catholics 
to commit themselves vigorously to the 
implementation of all three elements of 
the pastoral plan an education and 
public information effort, pastoral care 

395 


