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THE CONSEQUENCES OF SEXUAL ABUSE BY CLERGY 
 
 
FOR THE VICTIM 
 

• Emotional/Psychological: 
• A loss of trust 
• The pain and anger of betrayal 
• Abandonment 
• Withdrawal / Isolation 
• Impairment of relationships 
• Shut off feelings 
• Depression 
• Despair / Hopelessness 
• Loss of self esteem 
• Lack of ability to set boundaries 
• Loss of employment 
• Loss of safety 

 

• Spiritual/Religious: 
• Loss of spiritual guide or mentor 
• Feeling of abandonment by God or feeling distant from God 
• Loss of ability to pray 
• Loss of male or female images of God depending on the gender of the offender 
• Inability to forgive or reconcile 
• Distrust of church or church officials 
• Loss of institutional religion 
• Loss of a sense of the church as sanctuary 
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FOR THE CONGREGATION 
 

• Negative: 
• General feeling of mistrust between parishioners and clergy and church leaders/employees 
• Schism between those who are for or against the clergy person 
• Congregation torn apart 
• Shaking of faith 
• Family secret, conspiracy of silence 
• Loss of reputation 
• Shame 
• Denial of other “shadow” issues 
• Loss of communal self esteem 
• Credibility of clergy or the diocese or the larger church damaged 
• Impairment of other ministries 
• Loss of membership and/or revenue 

 

• Potential Constructive: 
• Understanding the sacred trust conferred upon clergy by virtue of their role 
• Recognizing the importance of maintaining and protecting the integrity of ministry 
• Learning to listen to those who have been offended and accept their pain and anger without diminishing the abuse or 

expecting them to “get over it” 
• Growth in an understanding of justice-making and the development of an authentic theology of repentance 

forgiveness, and reconciliation 
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WHAT DO VICTIMS NEED 
 

• To be believed by the church. 

• To hear stated that it is not the victim’s fault. For officials to believe that it is the behavior of the perpetrator that is wrong, 
not the fact that the victim reported the behavior. 

• To hear that others will not be hurt by the perpetrator and that other victims will get help. 

• To hear an apology. Most victims will accept it whenever it comes. 

• To have justice for themselves, to know that what happened was wrong. 

• To be considered courageous, not troublemakers. 

• To be accepted within the community and know they are loved by God. 
 
THE ELEMENTS OF JUSTICE-MAKING 
 

• TRUTH-TELLING: Give voice to the reality of the abuse. 

• ACKNOWLEDGING THE VIOLATION: Hear the truth, name the abuse, and condemn it as wrong. 

• COMPASSION: Listen to and suffer with the victim. 

• PROTECTING THE VULNERABLE: Take steps to prevent further abuse to the victim and others. 

• ACCOUNTABILITY: Confront the abuser and impose appropriate consequences; this step makes repentance possible. 

• RESTITUTION: Make symbolic restoration of what was lost; and give a tangible means to acknowledge the wrongfulness of 
the abuse and the harm done, and to bring about healing (e.g. payment for therapy). 

• VINDICATION: (Luke 18, not vengeance or revenge) Set the victim free from the suffering caused by the abuse. Vindication 
literally means being set free from the burden of the abuse including the community stigma. 
 

THERE CAN BE NO HEALING WITHOUT JUSTICE-MAKING. This is not a seven-step program or process. And it is rare for the victim to 
get everything on the list. What is adequate for “justice”? Only the victim can name this. 


