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At St. Paul Seminary School of Divinity in
St. Paul, formation for priestly celibacy
begins the moment a seminary candidate
steps foot in the door and continues until
he is ordained a priest, said Father Thomas
Wilson, director of the archdiocesan Voca-
tions Office.

Celibacy plays a “substantial part” of the
seminary’s screening process, he said. Before
being admitted to the seminary, candidates
are required to meet with a psychologist who
assesses factors such as the person’s sexual his-
tory, his attitudes about sexuality and his abil-
ity to live a celibate lifestyle.

It is “very common” for the St. Paul Sem-
inary to turn away candidates based on the
results of psychological testing, said Father
Wilson, who regularly screens candidates.
In coordination with a psychologist, he
determines a person’s ability to live a celi-
bate lifestyle based on patterns such as sex-
ual history, the ability to maintain lasting
friendships and past abuse.

“People who have been abused generally
are not good candidates, but we don’t imme-

diately elimi-
nate them as
c a n d i d a t e s
either,” Father
Wilson said.
“We do believe
in God’s grace
that people can
be healed. . . .”

As for those
with homosex-
ual orienta-
tions, what is
more impor-
tant than the
o r i e n t a t i o n
itself is the per-
son’s be-
havioral his-
tory, he said.

In the future, more seminaries may follow
suit with the St. Paul Seminary’s admissions
procedures as a result of new Vatican guide-
lines on the use of psychology to identify
authentic vocations, according to Catholic
News Service. A draft of the guidelines was
introduced for review at a Feb. 4 plenary
assembly with members of the Congregation

for Catholic
Education.

Pope John
Paul II said the
draft guide-
lines were
aimed at pro-
viding “a use-
ful instrument
for those in
f o r m a t i o n
p r o g r a m s ,
who are called
upon to dis-
cern the suit-
ability of the
candidate and
the vocation
of the candi-
date, in view
of his own

good and the good of the church.”
He said the support from psychological

sciences should be used in a balanced way
as part of the overall vocational path, inte-
grated in a candidate’s formation program.

Father Wilson cautioned against the
assumption that celibacy leads to sexual

abuse. “The greatest percentage of
pedophiles that exist in our culture are actu-
ally married men doing it to their own chil-
dren, not celibate priests,” he said. “I just
don’t think there’s a legitimate connection
between celibacy and clergy abuse. Someone
who has those tendencies is going to do it,
unfortunately, whether they are celibate or
not, and whether they are a priest or not.”

The St. Paul Seminary is among the
national leaders in celibacy formation, said
Father David Kohner, spiritual formation
director at the seminary.

“Celibacy formation is a pretty integral
part of the program,” he said. “Rather than
concentrated on any one year, it’s woven
into all years of formation.”

In Theology I, seminarians study church
documents on human sexuality and
celibacy. In that first year, a psychiatrist
from the University of St. Thomas works
with the students to help them better
understand their family background and
life experiences in preparation for relation-
ship and sexuality issues they’re likely to
face in the future.
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Among the most publicized cases was that
of then-Father Thomas Adamson, a priest of
the New Ulm diocese who served several
years in the archdiocese. Father Adamson was
involved in multiple lawsuits in the 1980s. In
addition, according to Father McDonough,
the archdiocese has
received complaints
about priests long
dead or resigned
from their min-
istries.

Despite their seri-
ousness, abuse of
children cases make
up a minority of
priest sexual  mis-
conduct complaints,
according to Father
McDonough. The
majority of cases
that involve priests
are those who get
involved with adult
women. 

The broadness of
the 1992 policy also
allowed church
leaders to address
other problems of
anyone in church
ministry.

Bishop Richard
Pates said that “cases
brought before the
Clergy Review Board have primarily been
heterosexual issues. I suppose people would
be surprised by that because there has been

such a preponderance of
attention to the pedo-
philia cases.”

“To some degree [sex-
ual abuse] reflects the
community at large,” the
bishop said. “Our society
in general did not
address the issue either.

In some ways, the church has been a leader
because it’s faced it and developed a policy.”

As part of its 10-year-old policy, the Arch-
diocese of St. Paul and Minneapolis dis-

closes the names of such priests to parish
leaders and parishioners at the churches
involved, Father McDonough said.

“We don’t have secret abusers out there,”
he said. “Although not everybody is known
to the whole public, there is nobody out there
whose situation is unknown in the parishes
they were in, or to other potential victims.”

After several public lawsuits in the late
1980s and early 1990s, the archdiocese
stopped asking for confidentiality agree-
ments, he said. “We decided nine or 10 years
ago, that we could cause further pain by
telling people not to tell their stories,” he said.

Father McDonough and Bishop Pates
addressed a series of questions in interviews
with The Catholic Spirit:

When and why did the Archdiocese of St. Paul
and Minneapolis create a clergy sexual abuse
policy?

In 1988, the archdiocese published a policy
on preventing and dealing with cases of sex-
ual abuse of minors. It was apparently the

first of its kind in the country. It was devel-
oped in response to sexual abuse cases that
generated publicity in the mid-1980s, as well
as local, ecumenical efforts to address thera-
pist-patient abuse problems, which included
priests, and provide training.

In 1992, Father McDonough helped imple-
ment the archdiocese’s first comprehensive

sexual misconduct
policy, which dealt
with minors, adults
and sexual harass-
ment in the work-
place. Precious
Blood Father Tom
Vowell, then a chan-
cellor, also helped
write the policy. 

At the same time,
the archdiocese de-
veloped a training
videotape. It has
been distributed
widely around the
world. The policy
has been reviewed
every two years and
was rewritten in
1998 to better ad-
dress the archdio-
cese’s response to
victims of abuse. The
policy, along with
those of Chicago,
Milwaukee and Seat-
tle, has been widely
used elsewhere.

Why did clergy sexual abuse receive so much
attention in the 1980s and early 1990s?

The nature of sexual abuse hasn’t always
been as well-understood as it is now, Bishop
Pates said.

First it was dealt
with as a sin; the per-
petrator simply re-
pented and returned
to his duties. Then,
church leaders real-
ized it was a psycho-
logical issue that,
perhaps, could be 
remedied through
therapy. That was
also the understand-
ing within the med-
ical and psychologi-
cal community.

Now, sexual misconduct is understood to
be a serious compulsion, for which it is
important to limit a person’s exposure to
potential victims.

“I think we’ve gone through the different
stages of understanding. I don’t think only
the church has done that, but it’s been the
part of the general community’s understand-
ing,” Bishop Pates said. “The church’s
response has been trying to address it within
that understanding.”

How are accusations of abuse brought forward
and handled?

➤A person who has a grievance reports it
to either a chancery representative or vic-
tims’ advocate.

➤An archdiocesan representative hears
the grievance as soon as possible.

➤The person is offered contact with advo-
cates trained by an interfaith group, or can
choose an advocate of their own choice. A
victims’ advocate makes sure all rights are
honored and respected.

➤The individual is offered assistance with
counseling or therapy. That may include
helping someone to find a counselor or help-
ing pay for the therapy.

➤An investigation begins to determine the
accuracy of the grievance. That would
involve contact with the alleged perpetrator.
The rights of the accuser are respected
throughout the investigation.

➤After the information has been gathered,
it is presented to the Clergy Review Board.
(See related story, page 12A.)

What happens to priests who have been found
to have abused someone?

Priests who are identified as having a sex-
ual compulsion are immediately  removed
from any service that would put them in
contact with potential victims.

For those whose cases involve doubt or a
limited accusation, great care is taken about
where they are reassigned, and proper disclo-
sure is made to the parish community.

Is celibacy a factor in whether a priest may be
sexually abusive?

In the instance of pedophilia, the percent-
age of perpetrators is as high among people
who are not celibate as it is among celibates,
according to Bishop Pates. And heterosexual
infidelity is not limited to celibates, he said,
citing the high rate of adultery among mar-
ried couples.

This type of behavior, whether deviant or
otherwise, is not any more present among
celibates or heterosexuals or those who are
married or non-celibates, although I don’t

have statistics on that,
Bishop Pates said.

What about priests
who come to the arch-
diocese from other dio-
ceses?

Background checks
are required, and
priests may be re-
quired to attend
training sessions or
verify that they have
had training in sexual
abuse prevention.

Is the archdiocesan policy successful? How is
success determined?

Although it’s hard to quantify the success
of such a policy, Father McDonough pointed
to a few hopeful signs.

Church leadership has become much
more open about talking about — and
responding to — the problem over the past
10 years.

Seminaries are screening applicants for
potential signs of problems. All new priests,
deacons and church employees must have
background checks. Training and prevention
programs are active, and more parishes and
schools are educating their “people in the
pews” about the archdiocese’s policy.

A copy of “A Time to Heal” will be available on
www.thecatholicspirit.com.
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Abuse policy focuses on protection, healing

By Emilie Ast
The Catholic Spirit

In the 10 years she has worked with vic-
tims of clergy sexual misconduct, Phyllis
Willerscheidt can’t forget the woman who
came into her office, laid her head on top of
the table and sobbed.

The woman had been abused by both her
therapist and her priest. She was so
wounded inside that at that first meeting,
“all she did was cry,” Willerscheidt said.

The woman feared that her conservative
family would blame her for what had hap-
pened. She wanted the archbishop to write
a letter to her relatives telling them it wasn’t
her fault. (In fact, most situations involve
an abuse of power by the offender.) But
when she read what the archbishop had
written, it was full of church jargon that
didn’t seem to say what she’d hoped.

“She was furious,” Willerscheidt recalled.
So Willerscheidt asked the woman to write
down “what she felt would be meaningful
to her family.” The archbishop rewrote his
letter, using the woman’s words, “and she
was happy, and the family was happy” with
the explanation.

As an advocate for victims of sexual
abuse in the archdiocese, Willer-

scheidt’s role involves a lot of communica-
tion. “I call myself a translator,” she said.

She listens — trying to hear the unspoken
messages behind the words — and tries to
provide what the victim needs. Sometimes
it’s therapy. Sometimes it’s a support group,
which meets every week at Family and
Children’s Services in Bloomington. Some-

times it’s an apology from the archbishop.
Sometimes it’s help pursuing legal chan-
nels. Sometimes it’s rounding up enough
financial resources to assist victims who
don’t have much money.

Helping victims, she said, is a key part of
the archdiocese’s policy for dealing with
sexual misconduct
by its priests and
other employees.

“We are open and
welcoming for any-
one to come for-
ward,” she said.

Willerscheidt, who
also directs the arch-
diocese’s Commis-
sion on Women, has
been a victim advo-
cate since 1991. Five
or six other advo-
cates, both male and
female, help shoul-
der the load. 

Her services are completely confidential.
The victim decides how quickly he or she
wants to proceed with any action —
although Willerscheidt is required by law to
notify police if a minor comes forward.

She works with ecumenical groups, too,
training clergy members from a variety of
denominations about the proper use of
boundaries. The sexual abuse problem is
not confined to Catholic priests, she noted.
It exists wherever someone can misuse his
or her position of power.

“Especially for women and children, they
see [clergy] as representing Christ, so they
think the relationship must be OK,” she

said. “They’re told by their offender that
they’re special.”

W illerscheidt estimates that she has
worked with roughly 50 people in

the past 10 years. About 75 percent are
women, she said. Most of the women and

almost all the men
told her their abuse
occurred when they
were children.

“Victims come to
realize that what
they’ve lost is their
sense of innocence,”
she said. “They can
heal it to the level
that they can. It may
take a lifetime, but we
can help them get
started.”

She likens the heal-
ing to an onion: “The
victim has to peel
away the layers of the

onion to get at the core. Then they can deal
with the core and get on with life.”

Willerscheidt constantly stresses that her
role as an advocate does not make her an
attorney, a therapist, a friend or a spiritual
director. 

“My role is one of communication and
translation,” she said, “helping victims
decide what their needs are . . . providing
them with ideas and options.”

For more information, or to bring a com-
plaint about sexual misconduct, call Willer-
scheidt at (651) 291-4497, or e-mail her at
spmcwn@mtn.org.

Victims’ advocate listens 
for the unspoken messages

The victim has to

peel away the layers of the

onion to get at the core.

Then they can deal with the

core and get on with life.”

— Phyllis Willerscheidt 

“

Preventative measures:
Training priests and deacons

Priests and deacons are required to take
a range of education and training pro-
grams. Lay employees are highly encour-
aged to participate in many of these:

■ In seminary, candidates receive spir-
itual formation around celibacy and
establishing healthy boundaries.

■ Within the first year after ordination,
new priests and deacons participate in an
ecumenical program with the Minnesota
Council of Churches.

■ At the end of the first year, priests
are invited to a gathering of all one-year-
ordained priests in the province, which
includes Minnesota, South Dakota and
North Dakota. They talk about their prac-
tical experiences in the field, compared
to what they learned in seminary.

■ Before priests begin assignments as
pastors for the first time, they participate
in new pastor training, learning how to
create a safe environment.

■ From time to time, trainings through
annual legal seminars are offered.

— Source: Father Kevin McDonough,
vicar general, moderator of the curia

An honest response to questions of abuse

The greatest percentage of

pedophiles that exist in our culture

are actually married men doing it to

their own children, not celibate

priests. I just don’t think there’s a

legitimate connection between

celibacy and clergy abuse.”

— Father Thomas Wilson

“
St. Paul Seminary maintains strict guidelines for future priests

See highlights
of the policy
on page 12A.

Dave Hrbacek / The Catholic Spirit

Phyllis Willerscheidt says her role is one of communication and translation.

Father McDonough co-authored the arch-
diocesan sexual misconduct policy.

In some ways, the

church has been a leader

because it’s faced it and

developed a policy.”

— Bishop Richard Pates
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