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Bitter divisions haunt US catholics

 
Over 2,000 priests are being investigated 

By Nick Bryant 
In Boston 

"For Boston Catholics, this is our 11 September. 
It's that catastrophic." Professor Thomas Groome 
uses the metaphor with great caution; he means no 
disrespect. 

But the archdiocese is "ground zero" in a 
paedophile priest scandal which has swept across 
the country. 

It is a crisis which threatens not only to bankrupt 
the American Catholic Church, but which has 
completely undermined its moral authority. 

A suspicion-filled divide has opened up between the 
priesthood and the laity. And nowhere are its 
consequences more deeply felt than in Boston. 

'Old boys' network' 

Professor Groome is one of the city's leading 
Catholic theologians, an adopted Bostonian, with a 

See also:

16 Apr 02 | Americas
US cardinal welcomes 
Pope talks 
09 Apr 02 | Americas
Abuse claims dog US 
priests 
06 Apr 02 | Americas
US cardinal accused of 
molesting woman 
04 Apr 02 | Americas
Vatican sued in sex abuse 
cases 
09 Apr 02 | Europe
Catholic church shaken 
by sex scandals 
06 Apr 02 | Americas
Accused US priest found 
dead 
08 Apr 02 | Americas
US priests suspended 
over sex claims 

Internet links:

Diocese of Cleveland
Holy See
US Conference of Catholic 
Bishops
Archdiocese of Boston
Archdiocese of Los 
Angeles

The BBC is not responsible for 
the content of external 
internet sites

Top From Our Own 
Correspondent stories 
now:

Fear remains in 
Jerusalem 
Bitter divisions haunt US 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/from_our_own_correspondent/newsid_1940000/1940044.stm (1 of 4) [4/20/02 8:33:08 PM]

http://www.bbc.co.uk/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/categories/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/tv/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/communicate/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/whereilive/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/a-z/
http://news.bbc.co.uk/
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/from_our_own_correspondent/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/asia-pacific/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/south_asia/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/middle_east/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/europe/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/africa/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/americas/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/africa/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/americas/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/asia-pacific/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/europe/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/middle_east/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/south_asia/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/from_our_own_correspondent/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/from_our_own_correspondent/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/letter_from_america/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/letter_from_america/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/uk/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/uk_politics/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/business/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/sci/tech/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/health/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/education/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/entertainment/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/talking_point/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/static/in_depth/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/audiovideo/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/sport/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/weather/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/dailyemail/
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/static/services/ticker/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/static/services/mobile/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/static/feedback/default.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/americas/newsid_1932000/1932202.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/americas/newsid_1932000/1932202.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/americas/newsid_1918000/1918370.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/americas/newsid_1918000/1918370.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/americas/newsid_1914000/1914607.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/americas/newsid_1914000/1914607.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/americas/newsid_1910000/1910136.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/americas/newsid_1910000/1910136.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/europe/newsid_1917000/1917451.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/europe/newsid_1917000/1917451.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/americas/newsid_1914000/1914324.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/americas/newsid_1914000/1914324.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/americas/newsid_1916000/1916324.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/americas/newsid_1916000/1916324.stm
http://www.dioceseofcleveland.org/
http://www.vatican.va/
http://www.nccbuscc.org/
http://www.nccbuscc.org/
http://www.rcab.org/
http://www.la-archdiocese.org/english/
http://www.la-archdiocese.org/english/
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/from_our_own_correspondent/newsid_1939000/1939520.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/from_our_own_correspondent/newsid_1939000/1939520.stm


BBC News | FROM OUR OWN CORRESPONDENT | Bitter divisions haunt US catholics

Help

Low Graphics

lilting Irish brogue. "They acted like an old boys' 
network", he says, an edge of exasperation 
creeping into his voice. "They didn't think about the 
children." 

 
Fears of protest forced 
Cardinal Law to cancel his 
weekly mass

The central allegation 
against the Catholic 
hierarchy here is 
damning: that it knew 
of paedophile priests 
who were suspected of 
sexually abusing 
children for decades, 
but simply moved them 
from parish to parish 
when the victims 
complained. 

A wealth of 
documentary evidence 
points to an evil 
conspiracy - and speaks 
of a stunning fall from grace. 

When the framers of the American constitution 
codified the separation of church and state - 
nobody thought to tell Boston, a blue-collar city 
where the Catholic Church is dominant. 

Priests here are like tribal chieftains, wielding 
enormous political power. 

Cardinal Richard Cushing, its leader in the 1950s, 
once claimed that he'd plotted how John F Kennedy 
would become president. 

And until recently, the endorsement of a local 
priest could swing city hall elections. 

Protests 

Now though, the church is in disgrace - its present 
leader, Cardinal Bernard Law forced last Sunday to 
cancel his weekly mass out of fear that protesters 
would disrupt it. 

Cardinal Law was once tipped to become the first 
American pope. Now he is shying away from his 
congregation - a prisoner in his multi-million dollar 
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mansion. 

Cardinal Law is under fierce pressure to resign. He 
admits that the church knew that a Boston priest 
sent to prison earlier this year was suspected of 
being a serial child molester - but did little to 
protect children in his care. 

Father John Geoghan is thought to have sexually 
abused more than 130 children over a 30-year 
period. In the Boston Archdiocese alone up to 100 
priests now face similar allegations. 

The scandal has been given a passionate new 
intensity by the most recent revelations. 

'Living hell' 

They concern a priest called Father Paul Shanley, 
who is alleged not only to have molested young 
children but publicly advocated sex between men 
and boys. 

Even after the church had paid financial 
compensation to several of his victims, Mr Shanley 
was allowed to remain as a priest. 

When I grew up as a 
Catholic they taught 
you the difference 
between heaven and 
hell, and you got 
there when you died. 
Well they're wrong, 
we got to hell when 
we were living 

Rodney Ford 

Cardinal Law even wrote a 
glowing reference when 
he applied to run a hostel 
in New York, whose 
guests included 
teenagers. 

It is no wonder that, 
victims express bitterness 
and dismay. 

Take Rodney Ford, barrel-
chested and apple-
cheeked, every inch the proud Irish-Catholic 
Bostonian. 

His son, Greg, was allegedly molested by Shanley 
over a period of 10 years. "When I grew up as a 
Catholic", he says, "they taught you the difference 
between heaven and hell, and you got there when 
you died." 
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"Well they're wrong," he adds, his voice bristling 
with anger. "We got to hell when we were living". 

Zero tolerance 

Without question there is a crisis of confidence in 
the Catholic Church here right now, with the 
priesthood and laity questioning age-old articles of 
faith. 

Should priests remain celibate? Should they be 
allowed to marry? Could there even be a break with 
Rome if the Vatican fails to come up with an 
adequate response? 

The church in Boston has reacted by announcing a 
policy of zero tolerance, referring allegations 
against priests to civil authorities. 

But for decades there's been a policy of zero 
compassion - the church more interested in 
protecting its image than safeguarding children in 
its care. 
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