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Drawing from normal accident theory, high reliability theory, and systems theory, we analyze the
Charter for the Protection of Children and Young People that is promulgated by the United States
Conference of Catholic Bishops in response to the sexual abuses of minors by clergy members.
Although the Charter is a step in the right direction, there remain some areas that require imme-
diate attention. In spite of the goodwill processes, the safety of minors must remain the concerted
efforts and responsibilities of individuals at all the various levels if the Catholic Church is to prevent
further cases of abuse from happening.
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INTRODUCTION

An organizational scandal has various ripple effects that can cause varying degrees of harm to
different stakeholders, as has been the case with the sexual abuse scandals that have arisen in
the Catholic Church. Regardless of the environment they operate in, scandals in any organiza-
tion have ongoing negative implications. For example, in a corporation, the results of criminal
investigations into the perpetrators and individuals who collude have the potential to result in a
deterioration of share price (Bonini & Boraschi, 2010), which in turn affects the investors. As seen
with the recent global financial crisis, the spillover effect of poor practices by banking institu-
tions meant that customers who had mortgages and loans with the affected banks and financial
institutions were also affected (Hillenbrand, Money, & Pavelin, 2012). Furthermore, innocent
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THE JUDAS WITHIN 327

employees and managers are often laid off before, during, and after the scandal (Evans & Hefner,
2009). Similarly, political scandals result in resignations and impeachments, and may even harm
the party involved and the incoming or replacement candidate (Dancy, 2012). In the not-for-profit
sector, scandals are likely to result in loss of donors’ confidence, compromise future donations,
and reduce the viability of the organization (MacDonald, McDonald, & Norman, 2002). In reli-
gious organizations, financial and sexual scandals have contributed to a drop in membership and
donations and have left long-lasting psychological scars for the victims and their family members
(Wang, 2006). In many of the examples just cited, there are likely to be criminal investigations,
imprisonments, and hefty fines or other type of settlements.

In the wake of the recent Roman Catholic Church sex abuse scandals, Church authorities
and various scholars have sought to understand the reasons for those scandals and use these
understanding to offer different preventive measures. For example, Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI
expressed the dire need for bishops to prevent the abuse of minors from occurring again by
tackling this issue from the practical, pastoral, and spiritual levels (Benedict XVI, 2006, 2010).
Pope Francis has since made a similar call for the church to act swiftly (“Vatican Will Act,”
2013). The Archdiocese of Boston, widely considered to be the epicenter of priestly sex abuse
in the United States, is encouraging the reporting of allegations of abuse to ecclesiastical and
civil authorities (Archdiocese of Boston, 2011). Since 2002, the United States Conference of
Catholic Bishops (USCCB), which has a zero tolerance policy on abusers, has carried out safe
environment training and requires the compliance to the Charter for the Protection of Children
and Young People (henceforth called the Charter; USCCB, 2011). In addition, the USCCB has
commissioned the John Jay College of Criminal Justice to undertake a study (popularly known as
the John Jay study) to understand the phenomenon (John Jay College of Criminal Justice, 2004).
In the first John Jay study (John Jay College of Criminal Justice, 2004), the focus was on the
nature and scope of the abuse between 1950 and 2002. A follow-up John Jay study was conducted
to understand the causes and context of abusive and deviant behavior inside and outside of the
Catholic Church (John Jay College Research Team, 2011). Clearly, practical measures are needed
to stamp out such practices. However, apart from resolving such problems there are also opportu-
nities for the community at large to learn from what has occurred, how it has been handled in the
past, and how it can be prevented in the future. There is also interest from academics, especially
ethicists, regarding the Catholic Church’s policies and procedures on the handling of sex abuse
cases (Barth, 2010; Kane, 2013; Plante, 2004), because of the wider implications for people in
positions of influence or power to abuse the trust placed in them and damage the lives of others.

Although these perspectives offer some insights into the sex abuse scandals, very often they
do not address why scandals continue to perpetuate and whether it is even possible to prevent
further abuses from occurring. The sex abuse scandals provide a suitable context for studying the
ethical lapses and behavior of the culprits (in this case, those who committed the acts and those
who knowingly transferred the culprits around instead of removing them from active ministry) in
the sense that they breach the sacred trust between a religious leader and a parishioner. It would
be easy to claim that this is about the individuals’ wrongdoing. However, we would argue that
the systems surrounding the circumstances can allow for this to happen. Here, it is useful to
consider three relevant theories—namely, normal accident theory (NAT), high reliability theory
(HRT), and systems theory—to help us analyze and understand the Charter that is implemented
by the USCCB to prevent future abuses. The Charter was first introduced in 2002 in the wake
of shocking revelations of abuses of minors by clergies in the United States that were commit-
ted over the past few decades. In particular, the Charter includes procedures regarding how to
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328 CHAN AND SCOTT-LADD

promote healing and reconciliation, how to respond to allegations, how to ensure accountability,
and how to protect the faithful. Furthermore, the Charter condemned the behavior of the offend-
ing priests and the ethical lapses of the leaders within the Catholic Church who failed to act
appropriately (John Jay College of Criminal Justice, 2004; John Jay College Research Team,
2011). The Charter was approved in 2005, and a second revision was approved in 2011. These
three theories are chosen because they offer different perspectives on the Charter, ranging from
the most pessimistic to the most optimistic and provide insights on how to address the procedural
shortcomings.

BACKGROUND ABOUT THE CHARTER

Before analyzing the Charter in the following section, an overview of the Charter is necessary
to provide some context about its background and development. Prior to the 2002 Charter, an
allegation of sexual abuse was usually handled internally, and in some cases the offending priests
were simply transferred after having received an evaluation and counseling from a psychologist
(Guccione & Lobdell, 2005). In retrospect, some investigators found that there were multiple
failures to report such incidents to the police (Mack, 2009). Individual bishops had tremendous
leeway on how to handle an allegation, so some bishops handled the cases better than others
(McRoberts & Heinzmann, 2002). Although most news coverages of the sexual abuses were spo-
radic, the Boston Globe covered the stories relentlessly, put the crisis in the national limelight, and
won the 2003 Pulitzer Prize for the coverage (Freeney, 2003). In response to the mounting cases
of abuses of minors by clergies in the United States and public outrage, the USCCB attempted
to address this critical issue by setting certain guiding principles for all the dioceses/eparchies in
the United States.

The first Charter promulgated by the USCCB in 2002 (known as the Dallas Charter) and
updated in 2011 (referred to as the Charter in this article) provided the Catholic Church in the
United States a working framework to eradicate sexual abuses within the Church. The Dallas
Charter became a public acknowledgment by the bishops of the problems and the roles played
by some priests and bishops in the sexual abuse crisis in the Catholic Church. In other words, the
first Charter was akin to a mea maxima culpa in the first step to start a healing process. There was
a noticeable change of focus from the protection of the culprits and image of the Church to the
well-being of the victims and their family members. In both charters, the four areas of attention
were called for: “To promote healing and reconciliation with victims/survivors of sexual abuse of
minors,” “To guarantee effective response to allegations of sexual abuse of minors,” “To ensure
the accountability of our procedures,” and “To protect the faithful in the future” (USCCB, 2011,
pp. 9–18). In 2011, the revised Charter included norms for the dioceses/eparchies to deal with
allegations of sexual abuse and the possession, creation, and distribution of child pornographic
images. Furthermore, the norms include the recommendations for a bishop to recuse himself or
for another bishop to report an alleged abuse by another bishop to the Apostolic Nuncio (or Papal
representative in a country). This update was done to incorporate the guidelines set by the Holy
See.

Of interest, both charters did not use the words unethical and ethical lapses to describe the
behavior even though sexual abuse is considered to be a gross unethical behavior and a criminal
activity. It is unclear whether this omission is deliberate or nonintentional. However, the Charter
alludes to the ethical challenges. Nevertheless, the language of the Charter contains sufficient
material to analyze its efficacies in dealing with future problems.
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THE JUDAS WITHIN 329

THEORETICAL LENSES

Normal Accident Theory

The premise of NAT is that organizations with highly complex and tightly coupled processes are
more likely to be vulnerable to accidents (Perrow, 1999). These tightly coupled processes refer to
two or more processes that are positioned so closely to one another that there is very little room
to allow for any error to occur. In other words, there is a lack of sufficient buffer for the correction
of an error to happen. On the other hand, the simpler the environment, the easier it is to control
for accidents or minimize any accidents (if not prevent them). The important point here is that
accidents are considered to be a normal part of daily work, life, and structures. Hence, rules and
policies are needed to place boundaries around the potential incidents/accidents (Shrivastava,
Sonpar, & Pazzaglia, 2009). For instance, although a problem might easily be intercepted in
a linear system (such as an assembly line), in a highly interactive and complex organization,
problems can remain latent until differing circumstances converge, making the conditions right
for the events to interact and cascade into a disaster (Perrow, 1994). This type of problem is
well described in the occupational health and safety literature where the investigations of seri-
ous accidents or incidents often include prior incidents or “near misses,” which means that the
incident is the precursor to the accident. The problem is exacerbated when there is very little
buffer between the processes or events, which Perrow (1999) called “tight coupling.” A famous
analogy used by Reason (1990) to lend support for NAT is that of a Swiss cheese metaphor.
When one layer of Swiss cheese (analogous to an individual, group, or equipment) is stacked
on another layer, an imperfection in one layer is covered by the next layer, so problems can
slip through to the next layer. Sometimes potential problems are caught or are intercepted early,
and this is the fundamental premise behind the concept of investigating “near misses.” Referring
back to Reason’s (1997) argument, if consequently, the holes in the different layers of the Swiss
cheese are aligned, “perfect storm” conditions could exist for an organization-wide (and even
extend to a societal) catastrophe. Therefore, it is clear why NAT has been applied to high hazard
industries such as nuclear power, air transportation, healthcare, and chemical, just to cite a few
examples.

In the context of sexual abuses, NAT offers some insights into how potential abuses (or near
misses, in the language of NAT) could still happen in spite of all the efforts outlined in the
Charter. Although sexual abuse is considered to be an intentional act rather than an accident,
in keeping with NAT, the term “accident” is not synonymous to the traditional understanding of
accident per se but is considered to be an incident in this context. Nonetheless, it is still useful to
consider NAT in this context because it allows for the understanding of where “sharp ends” (in
other words, points in a process or system where potential problems can arise) lie in the process
so that safety measures can be implemented (Reason, 1990, 1997). For example, in a recent case,
Fr. Michael Fugee from Newark, New Jersey, was charged with violations of a court order that
banned him from working with minors (Stefanelli, 2013). Although there is currently no evidence
of any abuse at the youth retreats, the fact that he has been allowed to interact with minors has
certainly raised concerns about the efficacy of the Charter. The mere participation of Fr. Fugee
in a youth ministry event in the Diocese of Trenton, New Jersey, as a result of an invitation by
two lay youth group ministers has led them to tender their resignations and the priest sent on a
sabbatical (Catholic Diocese of Trenton, 2013).
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330 CHAN AND SCOTT-LADD

In the example mentioned, NAT would consider the youth group ministers and the priest
as two “sharp ends.” Thus, Article 12 (which is supposed to encourage “safe environment”
programs for the various stakeholders) and Article 13 (USCCB, 2011, p. 16, which states
that dioceses/eparchies are supposed to “evaluate the background of all incardinated and non-
incardinated priests and deacons who are engaged in ecclesiastical ministry”) failed to eradicate
what could be potentially termed a near miss by not filtering out Fr. Fugee because of a lack of
vigilance or awareness among the frontline individuals. Clearly in Fr. Fugee’s case, in spite of
the Charter, the “sharp ends” in the system can override, consciously or unconsciously, any well-
intentioned safety measures. If we continue to use the health and safety example, a chemical spill
or a fall on a construction site that did not lead to injury would require an investigation of the con-
tributing factors to ensure that this near miss will not recur and the potential severe repercussions
could be avoided in the future. A critical factor in NAT is to reduce the complexity (Shrivastava
et al., 2009) and aim for a reduction in risk, even to a zero tolerance level. Thus, an investiga-
tion of why and how the near miss occurred is critical to the corrective action of investigating
and controlling the circumstances that contribute to the risk as far as possible. Furthermore, just
a few years prior, Archbishop John J. Meyers made Fr. Fugee a chaplain of a Newark hospital
without informing the hospital about the priest’s history (Mueller, 2013), even though Article 5
of the Charter (USCCB, 2011) outlined that “the offending priest or deacon is to be permanently
removed from ministry and, if warranted, dismissed from the clerical state” (p. 12). Thus, accord-
ing to NAT, another “sharp end” that requires a safety measure, such as an automated alert system
for personnel transfer, is ignored or overlooked. Yet, even if such a safety measure was in place,
there was still the potential for an offending priest to be transferred because an oversight could
still occur.

Although NAT is not antithetical to ensuring safety improvements in an organization, NAT
adopts a critical approach and argues that competing political agendas between various stakehold-
ers could militate against any genuine attempts at learning to improve after an accident (Perrow,
1999; Sagan, 1993b). In 2011, Bishop Robert Finn became the first U.S. bishop to be criminally
charged for failing to report a case pertaining to a priest in possession of child pornographic
images in his computer (“US Bishop Charged,” 2011). Evidently, there is an ethical lapse on the
part of Bishop Finn. However, Bishop Finn received 2 years of probation on the proviso that he
attend a training involving abuse reporting (Gibson, 2012). Here it is useful to examine Article 4
of the Charter (USCCB, 2011), which requires dioceses/eparchies to “report an allegation of sex-
ual abuse of a person who is a minor to the public authorities” and to “comply with all applicable
civil laws with respect to the reporting of allegations of sexual abuse of minors to civil authorities
and cooperate in their investigation in accord with the law of the jurisdiction in question” (p. 11).
Clearly, in spite of the Charter being in existence for several years, there is still the possibility of
noncompliance or delays in compliance. Bishop Finn’s case demonstrates the challenges in reg-
ulating ethical behavior of the priests and the bishop-in-charge. Hence, there is a need for greater
vigilance and the adoption of a proactive risk management strategy to mitigate as far as possible
any potential risks that are uncovered.

In reality, practical situations that involve individual behaviors, education, cost, and aware-
ness of risks make it impossible to completely eliminate accidents and unethical behavior for that
matter. As we have seen in some high-profile chemical spills, accidents do happen, despite all of
the care and processes that are in place. There can be a number of reasons for these mishaps. For
example, if a culture of blame permeates an organization, this renders it difficult to bring sensitive
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THE JUDAS WITHIN 331

issues, such as sexual abuse, forward to be discussed in an open and honest manner. Stemming
from the culture of blame, the use of punitive measures to correct an undesirable behavior may
be counterproductive because individuals are discouraged from reporting any incidents and the
covert nature of such behavior is reinforced. It may also be reinforced by organizational reasons,
such as protecting reputation or avoiding costs. These examples may be very relevant for the
Catholic Church, particularly given the history of nondisclosure and secrecy surrounding sexual
abuse cases. Yet Article 7 states that “dioceses/eparchies are to be open and transparent in com-
municating with the public about sexual abuse of minors by clergy within the confines of respect
for the privacy and the reputation of the individuals involved” (USCCB, 2011, p. 12). Hence,
the safety approach suggests that corrective measures are often viewed as paradoxical within
NAT because it is believed that these measures further complicate the system and result in tighter
coupling (Sagan, 1993a). Industry often deals with this complication by separating roles. On one
hand, all employees are required to abide by a code of ethical conduct that demonstrates a general
protection. However, it may be that the persons who investigate an incident or develop a solution
are neither involved nor connected, and a review of the process is separate again. Proponents of
NAT recognize that there is a limit to designing a “safe system” and even apparently safe systems
cannot always be relied upon, because some incidents are waiting to happen. Thus, drawing from
NAT, in the context of sexual abuse within the Catholic Church, in spite of the goodwill efforts
to implement a national safety system, the usefulness of the Charter to regulate any unethical,
illegal, and immoral behavior seems to be limited.

High Reliability Theory

This leads to a discussion of the role of HRT, which is predicated on the premise that certain
processes can be implemented to make an organization more reliable and less prone to error.
According to La Porte (1996), the processes that enhance reliability involve (a) focusing on
“extraordinary technical competence” through recruitment, training and the use of incentives, (b)
achieving “high operational performance” through the use of feedback, (c) implementing “struc-
tural flexibility and redundancy” so that the overlapping processes can act as buffers, (d) flexible
decision making where rewards are given for the identification of errors without seeking to blame,
(e) decentralizing decision making, and (f) engaging in continuous improvement through the use
of feedback. It is important to note that similar to NAT, HRT does not claim that there will be an
accident-free environment but that processes can be implemented to reduce the probability of an
accident, so both theories are similar in that they are about minimization of a risk and evaluating
circumstances that lead to an incident, accident, or some form of damage. However, where the
two theories differ is that NAT tends to focus on the interactions between circumstances and key
elements with an aim to restructure how these factors interact at the point of the incident, so to
some extent it is retrospective, whereas HRT takes a more predictive approach by evaluating the
processes that could lead to, or indeed have contributed to an incident, and to prevent this from
occurring (Shrivastava et al., 2009).

An examination of the Charter reveals that there is an attempt to adopt the processes espoused
by HRT. For example, Article 9 suggests that diocesan personnel undergo training and develop-
ment pertaining to child and youth protection. A stringent screening and evaluation of the fitness
of seminarians before their ordinations (Article 13) and the initial as well as ongoing formation
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332 CHAN AND SCOTT-LADD

of seminarians, deacons and priests (Article 17) are part of the process to improve the reliabil-
ity of combating sexual abuses among the ranks in the Catholic Church. In fact, the John Jay
College Research Team (2011) found that priests who participated in continuous human forma-
tion were less likely to offend. A recommendation from that study is that seminarians and the
clergies should engage in continuous human formation. The commissioning of the John Jay stud-
ies and willingness to collaborate with other institutions (Article 16) to understand and prevent
the abuse of minors signal the desire to utilize feedback for improvements. In terms of “structural
flexibility and redundancy,” the initial Ad Hoc Committee on Sexual Abuse continued its role as
the Committee on the Protection of Children and Young People. Apart from providing an advi-
sory role to the USCCB, according to Article 8, this Committee is to “oversee the development
of plans, programs, and budget of the Secretariat of Child and Youth Protection” (USCCB, 2011,
p. 13). The Secretariat staffs the Committee on the Protection of Children and Young People and
acts as a resource for training and development of personnel in the diocese/eparchies. Together,
this Committee and the Secretariat perform the role of an institutional ethics committee that is
sometimes found in secular organizations to focus the attention on inculcating a safety culture
(Meaney, 2004). The Charter (specifically Articles 2 and 4) contains procedures for individuals
and dioceses to report an allegation of an abuse. Thus, the decentralization of reporting is very
encouraging and befits the notion of a high-reliability organization. Nonetheless, there are still
some gaps.

In spite of the attempt to adopt high-reliability processes, the Charter seems to fall short in a
couple of areas. First, according to Article 9, a public report is supposed to be produced, which
includes the names of dioceses/eparchies that are not in compliance of the Charter. However, the
Charter itself is silent about what is to be done about those noncompliant dioceses/eparchies.
Second, to be a high-reliability organization, La Porte (1996) has suggested the use of some form
of reward or recognition for individuals who have identified errors or potential errors rather than
focusing on assigning blame. Internal employees who disclose wrongdoings happening in their
place of employment or work in an aim to stop deviant behavior are referred to as whistleblow-
ers; much of the literature on whistleblowing recognizes that there can be significant internal
pressures and sanctions to prevent individuals from exposing practices within an organization,
and these can have substantial negative personal, legal, and professional implications that can
cause considerable stress (Davis, 2012; Delk, 2013). As Davis (2012) pointed out, individual
moral justification may be sufficient, but it is also important to protect whistleblowers from the
process and part of this is to establish a culture that affirms critical reflection on elements of an
organization are acceptable and valued. There needs to be recognition that there are degrees of
escalation and good management at the early stages can mitigate sanctions that may be caused by
role differentiations and prevent individuals from speaking out. Various Articles (such as 2, 4, 9,
10, and 11) deal with the reporting of abuses, but the Charter has yet to address how individuals
at various levels (e.g., at the local parish, diocese, USCCB, and the Congregation for the Doctrine
of the Faith) can be encouraged and supported if they raise potential issues before they escalate
into a problem.

In addition, Weick and Sutcliffe (2001) argued that the five pillars of “collective mindfulness”
are necessary to prevent serious errors from occurring. These pillars include “preoccupation with
failure, reluctance to simplify interpretations, sensitivity to operations, commitment to resilience,
and deference to expertise” (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001, p. 10). “Preoccupation with failure”
requires every member of the Catholic Church to be vigilant of potential error inducing incidents,
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THE JUDAS WITHIN 333

intercept these errors, and to be rewarded for identifying fatal errors. “Reluctance to simplify
interpretations” refers to the recognition of complex systems for what they are in order to have
a complete picture of the process. Indeed, the John Jay studies allude to the complexity of child
abuse and that there are a multitude of factors that are responsible (John Jay College of Criminal
Justice, 2004; John Jay College Research Team, 2011). “Sensitivity to operations” refers to infor-
mation sharing that leads to detection and prevention of abuses, which Article 16 seeks to achieve.
“Commitment to resilience” refers to the Catholic Church’s ability to continue its operations in
spite of a crisis and its engagement in continuous improvements. “Deference to expertise” refers
to the decentralization of decision making and ensuring that people know who to rely on when
the need arises, which are addressed by Articles 2 and 4.

Systems Theory

Systems theory is a multidisciplinary approach of viewing an organization as an entity that is
made up of interdependent and interrelated parts. Although the idea behind systems theory was
proposed by a biologist named von Bertalanffy (1972), Senge (1990) popularized this concept
through the publication of The Fifth Discipline: The Art & Practice of the Learning Organization.
Whether an ecosystem or an organization is analyzed, the notion of systems theory is that any
one part of a system affects other parts. So, in this holistic view of an entity, when one part
fails, the problem cascades to the rest of the system (Anderson & Webster, 2001). Similarly, the
consequences of an apparent solution should be studied as thoroughly as possible to ensure that
the solution is not just a “band-aid” solution but also one that recognizes this interplay and can
provide positive and long-lasting impacts across the system.

Arguably, the abuse of children and its aftermath are highly complex issues. Various studies
have sought to understand this phenomenon from the psychological, criminological, theologi-
cal, sociological, and philosophical perspectives, which are beyond the scope and purpose of
this article. Our intent is not to discuss why these problems occur but to explore rational ways
they can be managed and removed. Article 16 of the Charter is most pertinent in encouraging a
systemic understanding of this problem through cooperation with “other churches and ecclesial
communities, other religious bodies, institutions of learning, and other interested organizations
in conducting research in this area” (USCCB, 2011, p. 17). Nevertheless, what is still unclear
from the Charter is whether this is a passive, active, or proactive cooperation. For the Catholic
Church to learn from their past mistakes, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, the
USCCB, various committees, diocesan offices, lay pastoral workers, volunteers, and members
of the Church need to recognize that the issue of child abuse is very complex and subsequently
requires a proactive and aggressive response to tackle this issue from a systemic perspective.

Related to systems theory’s holistic philosophy is the reliance on feedback to inform decision
making. Similar to Argyris and Schön’s (1996) analogy of a thermostat in regulating tempera-
ture, a change in the room’s temperature (feedback) will result in the thermostat informing the
cooling or heating system to adjust the temperature to the desired level (outcome). In such a
closed system, stability is maintained as long as the various subsystems are functioning well.
In the context of the sexual abuse crisis, the “thermostat” was dysfunctional for decades. Even in
more recent examples, instead of dealing with the perpetrators properly and removing them from
contact with children, the issues were handled inadequately. Given the extensive media coverage,
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334 CHAN AND SCOTT-LADD

public outrage and anger expressed by members within the Church (i.e., the various feedback), the
Catholic Church is compelled to take much more direct and responsible actions. This presents an
opportunity that is extremely vital for the Church if it truly seeks to learn from the feedback and
be proactive in preventing further cases of abuse. In fact, the willingness to meet with victims,
family members, civil authorities, and other professionals (as espoused in Articles 1, 2, 4, and
16) need to be treated as vital feedback that offers the Church authorities a real and meaningful
opportunity to improve the system.

In practice, there are a multitude of factors that can potentially affect the desired outcome for
the Catholic Church when it comes to governance to protect it from any form of misconduct,
including protecting child safety. Returning to the temperature regulation analogy, a power fail-
ure, a broken window, a leaky sealing, and a faulty thermostat can each result in a leakage. When
the costs of repair are tolerable (feedback) improvements can be made to the system, but when the
costs of repairs are excessive (feedback) a replacement or refurbishment may be necessary. The
analogy for the Catholic Church is that this feedback can provide an opportunity to make a choice
on how to deal with safeguarding their practices and reputation in the future. In the context of an
organization, policies, rules and culture are important subsystems, like a thermostat they to help
regulate safety (Kalisch & Aebersold, 2006). Sometimes, there might be a near miss, such as the
example of Fr. Fugee who was invited to a retreat by two lay youth group ministers (mentioned
in the previous section on NAT), which requires minor “repairs” to the system to prevent another
incident from occurring again. However, there may be major “repairs” that are yet to be carried
out, such as a diocese that has not yet implemented the safety and reporting plan or a diocese that
is still not in full compliance to the Charter. One thing we do know from organizational theory
is that shifting paradigms often requires an over correction to embed new forms of behavior and
acceptable standards before a state of stability can be reached.

DISCUSSION

The Catholic Church has been marred by various incidents of sexual abuse of minors by clergy
members, and the mishandling of those cases by certain bishops has exacerbated the situation.
At this juncture, it is vital to note that sexual abuse of minors is not a unique problem to the
Catholic Church but also happens in other religious communities (such as the Ultra-Orthodox
Jewish community, Mormon community, Jehovah’s Witnesses community, Episcopal/Anglican
community, just to cite a few examples) and secular institutions (such as the Boy and Girl
Scouts of America, schools, Penn State University, YMCA, and YWCA; Alderfer, 2013; John
Jay College Research Team, 2011; Lear, 1997; Parkinson, Oates, & Jayakody, 2012; Shakeshaft,
2004). Although the problem occurred in numerous countries around the world, the incidents in
the United States reached its pinnacle in 2002 when a barrage of media attention and lawsuits
compelled the Catholic Church to confront the issue head-on. Consequently, the USCCB pro-
duced the Charter in 2002 (revised in 2011) to address the problem of sexual abuse of minors
in the United States. The Charter contains a number of guiding principles for which the various
dioceses/eparchies in the United States can rely on to develop and put in place processes that will
inform the prevention and reporting of incidents.

The three theoretical frameworks of NAT, HRT, and systems theory are employed in this study
to analyze the efficacy of the Charter to deal with an abuse of a minor by a clergy, an employee, or
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a volunteer. Although differing in their philosophies on whether it is possible to implement pro-
cesses that can prevent another incident, these frameworks offer unique insights into the strengths
and limitations of the Charter. There are a number of measures that seem to be a positive step
in the right direction, for example, complying and cooperating with various civil authorities,
reporting of alleged abuses, creating a safe environment in conjunction with other stakeholders,
doing background checks of individuals who are in ministry, focusing on the human formation
of seminarians and priests on a continuous basis, removing or dismissing an offending clergy,
offering the offending clergy professional help, and extending these processes to other personnel
and volunteers who work for the church and who come in regular contacts with minors.

In spite of the efforts to improve the safety of minors, it is concerning to see a number of lim-
itations remaining in the Charter. For instance, the Charter is silent about the appropriate course
of action to be taken when a diocese/eparchy has not developed its own safety and reporting
measures. Without any clear and formal direction from the USCCB, the Charter could simply
be seen as a nice wish list of ideals. Therefore, the USCCB should be prepared to outline in
the next revised edition of the Charter how they would get noncompliant diocese/eparchy to
implement the necessary safety measures. However, Bishop Fabian W. Bruskewitz (retired) of
Lincoln, Nebraska, is reported to have expressed concerns about whether it is even possible for
the USCCB to bind the American bishops to the Charter and that such commitments would breed
lawsuits (O’Brien, 2011). Another strong critique of the Charter came from retired Archbishop
Francis T. Hurley of Anchorage, Alaska, who claimed that the zero tolerance policy was contrary
to the Church’s teachings of reconciliation and forgiveness. Yet Bishop Cupich refuted the view
that the Charter and reconciliation were mutually exclusive and even emphasized the necessity
of a zero-tolerance policy (O’Brien, 2011). These divergent viewpoints highlight that individual
bishops and dioceses/eparchies have some freedom about how they implement the Charter. What
might happen is that some bishops might embrace the Charter fully and others might cherry-pick
what to focus on. Even though the Charter mentions about the removal of an offending clergy
from active ministry, it is our contention that the Charter needs a stronger language to communi-
cate to its various stakeholders that such behaviors are not going to be tolerated, and the relevant
Office of the Archdiocese, various committees, and USCCB should follow through with what is
outlined in the Charter.

What remains extremely challenging, in our view, is the lack of ability of the Charter to police
individual behavior. Similar to the failure of Ethical Code of Conduct in preventing unacceptable
behavior in some organizations, the Charter is going to be successful only as long as individuals
(i.e., bishops, priests, lay employees, volunteers, and parishioners) within the system internalize
the values purported in the document. All seminaries ought to continue screening applicants and
candidates for ordination, which seems to be put in place already and is mentioned in the Charter.
Obviously, police clearance is a necessary step in the screening process. Also, the initial and
continuing formation of seminarians and priests should be emphasized. In addition to expressing
a willingness to learn from other organizations about eradicating child sexual abuse (Article 16),
the USCCB needs to proactively consider what other religious and secular institutions are doing
to curb the practice. Thus, at this juncture, it is useful to take a look at other organizations’
approaches to deal with sexual abuses of minors.

In a study by Parkinson et al. (2012), which looked at the child abuse crisis in the Anglican
Church in Australia, Finkelhor’s (1984) four preconditions model was hailed as a viable expla-
nation for committing sexual molestation. First, the perpetrator has the motivation to offend.
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Second, the perpetrator has lost the inhibition to offend. Third, the perpetrator is able to overcome
the external or environmental barriers. Fourth, the perpetrator is able to overcome the victim’s
resistance. Drawing from this model, Parkinson et al. suggested that previous incidents should
help to inform the necessary changes to reduce, if not remove, the opportunities for clergies and
volunteers to access children on a one-on-one basis for extended period. In addition, they call
for rigorous selection of employees and volunteers, which we have also advocated in this article.
Furthermore, they advocate better education, increased vigilance, and stronger church community
involvement at the parish level, training and extend this awareness to the social networking sites.
These suggestions mirror those ideas presented in the John Jay College Research Team (2011).

Certainly, those suggestions by Parkinson et al. (2012) seem to echo the practices that are
inspired by HRT and systems theory, and they offer some areas for the Catholic Church, especially
at the parish level, to implement safety measures. For example, priests, employees, and volunteers
should not be allowed to interact with minors on a one-on-one basis for an extended period and
at least two adults should be present when there is a need for such an interaction. Prudence and
caution should always be exercised when there is a retreat involving minors. Safety protocols
should always be encouraged and discussed openly. For instance, although older confessional
designs offer privacy and protection for the priest and confessor (because of the screen separating
the priest and the penitent), newer parishes without the older confessional screen need to use glass
doors when a minor is confessing to a priest face-to-face or confession should be held in a space
that offers sufficient privacy for them but at the same time in full view by others.

Parallel to the policy changes within the Catholic Church, other groups that have experienced
sexual abuse crises and are serious about stamping out abuses have also followed similar steps.
According to Watanabe (2002), the Episcopal Church introduced training programs aimed at
tackling sexual misconducts, which became mandatory for priests, staff, and lay people who
work with the youth. The names of the offending priests are published in a yearbook. The poli-
cies introduced by the Episcopal Church in America quickly became the model used by other
mainstream Protestant denominations (such as the Methodists, Presbyterians, and Lutherans;
Watanabe, 2002). Unfortunately, the John Jays College Research Team (2011) identified the
shortcomings in the way the Jehovah’s Witnesses, Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints,
and Orthodox Jewish communities deal with an allegation of abuse (i.e., an allegation is almost
never reported and is mostly handled internally) and very little formal policies are made available
to the public. Similar processes have been implemented by other high-profile secular organi-
zations. For example, the Boy Scouts of America and Big Brothers Big Sisters now require
employees and volunteers to pass a background test, the presence of at least two adults at an
event, and the avoidance of having adults interacting with minors on a one-on-one basis (Big
Brothers Big Sisters, 2013; Boys Scouts of America, 2013).

In summary, the despicable act of sexually abusing a minor permeates many aspects of soci-
ety. It is even more reprehensible when priests engage in such behaviors. The persistence of
various stakeholders such as the victims, family members, the media, and in some cases the
legal authorities have compelled the Catholic Church in America to examine its processes and
implement safeguards to prevent another unnecessary abuse. Although institutionalization of
ethics (such as the Charter) is necessary, Dierkes and Zimmerman (1994) and Soutar, McNeil,
and Molster (1994) argued that such “Codes of Ethics” is insufficient and personal ethics (i.e.,
personal integrity, leading by examples, and leadership behaviors) are necessary in combatting
unethical behaviors. Thus, it is important to have the Charter and focus on the ongoing human
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and spiritual formations of the seminarians and priests. Unfortunately, many priests who have not
abused anyone might also have to bear and deal with the accusations and suspicions by some
individuals. There are important lessons that can be shared across various religious and secular
institutions when it comes to abuse prevention. However, abuse prevention can only work within
the Catholic Church when the hierarchies (i.e., the Holy See, various committees, USCCB, arch-
dioceses, and parishes) are in sync with one another, when there is a climate of openness and
encouragement to discuss the issue, and when there is unequivocal support from the leadership.

CONCLUSION

The sexual abuse crisis in the Catholic Church has overshadowed its mission to bring the Gospel
message to the world. In the United States, this crisis has left scars in the lives of the victims
and their family members. Unfortunately, for decades, the handling of the sexual abuse crisis by
some Church authorities has been abysmal. Their actions were contrary to teachings of the very
Church and harmful to the people they were supposed to serve. As such, the betrayal of sacred
trust by some members of the clergy is akin to Judas’s betrayal of Jesus to the Roman authorities
that helped the Roman soldiers to easily identify Jesus among the crowd. Even worse than this
was the lack of response from the Church to protect the innocents, and as we have discussed,
there may be a number of reasons for this.

Protection of the Church’s reputation and the overwhelming good that many members con-
tribute to society at large have been allowed to overshadow the needs of protecting victims and
dealing with perpetrators. The Church, like other entities and organizations, must do more to
comply with the law and protect its reputation. The strategies suggested throughout this arti-
cle provide some very practical, structural, and procedural suggestions for managing this risk.
As such, this article is relevant to other Christian denominations, religious groups, and secular
organizations that are struggling with the same issue. It is evident that the protection of minors
requires the vigilance of all the stakeholders.

In response to the successive massive media sensations culminating in 2002, the USCCB pro-
mulgated The Charter for the Protection of Children and Young People and this Charter was
revised in 2011. The Charter outlines a number of steps for the Catholic Church in the United
States to address the sexual abuse crisis. In this article we have applied three theoretical lenses—
namely, NAT, HRT, and systems theory—to analyze the efficacy of the Charter. These theoretical
frameworks offer very different perspectives on the Charter. We have seen that NAT has a pes-
simistic view about the possibility of preventing another abuse. Although NAT is not against
safety measures, it questions whether it is even possible to attain an abuse free environment.
Next, HRT offers an optimistic perspective that certain processes can be implemented to prevent
an abuse and systems theory challenges the USCCB and the entire Catholic Church to be cog-
nizant of the complexities of an abuse. Organizations do have the power to control the behavior of
their members through regulation, management, monitoring, and sanctioning certain behaviors.
Albeit their differences in approach, the various frameworks offer useful insights into problem
identification and the generation of solutions.
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