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1. My name is Thomas Patrick Doyle.  I was ordained a Catholic priest in the 

Dominican Order on May 16, 1970.  I also served as an officer in the United States 

Air Force from 1986 until 2004. I currently reside in Vienna, Virginia.  My 

curriculum vitae is attached. 

2. I have earned the following degrees: B.A. in Philosophy, Aquinas Institute of 

Philosophy, River Forest, Illinois granted in 1966; M.A. in Philosophy, Aquinas 

Institute of Philosophy, 1968; M.A. in political science, University of Wisconsin, 

1971; M.A. in theology, Aquinas Institute of Theology, Dubuque, Iowa, 1971; 

M.Ch.A., Catholic University of America, Washington, D.C., 1976; M.A. in Canon 

Law, University of Ottawa, Ottawa, Ontario, 1977; J.C.L. (Pontifical Licentiate in 

Canon Law), St. Paul University in Ottawa, Canada, 1977; and a J.C.D. (Pontifical 

Doctorate in Canon Law), Catholic University of America, 1978.  I am also a fully 

certified addictions counselor, having trained at the Naval School of Health Sciences 

in San Diego, California, and the University of Oklahoma at Norman, Oklahoma. 

3. I have held several part-time academic positions from 1974 through 1995. These have 

included: Visiting Lecturer in Canon Law, Catholic Theological Union in Chicago, 

Illinois, 1979-1981; Visiting Lecturer in Canon Law, Catholic University of America, 

Washington, D.C., 1981-1986; and Faculty Member, Midwestern Tribunal Institute, 

Mundelein Seminary, Mundelein, Illinois, 1979-1986.  In addition, I have served as a 

part-time Tribunal Judge for: the Diocese of Scranton, Pennsylvania, 1986-1990; the 
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Diocese of Pensacola/Tallahassee and the Archdiocese of Military Services, 1993-

1995; and the Diocese of Lafayette in Indiana, 1991-1993. 

4. I have extensive experience serving in various administrative and judicial positions in 

the Catholic Church in the United States.  These have included appointments as an 

advocate and later as a judge in the Tribunal of the Archdiocese of Chicago and 

appointments as a judge in the tribunals of the dioceses of Scranton, PA, Pensacola, 

FL, and Lafayette, IN.  I have also carried out various administrative duties in the 

Archdiocese of Chicago due to my training as a canon lawyer. 

5. In addition to teaching and administrative work, I have also written several books and 

articles on a variety of subjects related to theology and Canon Law, including one 

book, several articles and contributions to books on subjects directly related to clergy 

sexual molestation of minors and vulnerable adults. A complete list of my 

publications can be found in my curriculum vitae. 

6. I continued to do parish work on weekends until I entered the military in 1986. I 

served as a reserve chaplain with several active duty assignments until 1990 when I 

became a full-time active duty officer and chaplain. I have held the following 

permanent assignments:   Grissom Air Force Base, Indiana, 1990-1993; Hurlburt 

Field, Florida, 1993-1995;Lajes Field, Azores, 1995-1997; Tinker Air Force Base, 

Oklahoma, 1997-2001; Ramstein Air Base, Germany, 2001-2003; and Seymour 

Johnson Air Force Base, North Carolina, 2003-2004. I have also been deployed to 

Operation Joint Forge, Operation Southern Watch and Operation Iraqi Freedom. 

7. From the fall of 19811986, I served as secretary and Canon Lawyer on the staff of the 

Vatican Embassy in Washington, D.C. During my tenure at the Vatican Embassy, 

accusations of child abuse by Catholic priests and bishops as well as members of 

religious communities of men and women were made against specific individuals and 

reported to the Vatican Embassy by the local bishops. In these cases, I was given 

responsibility for preparing files, following correspondence and preparing responses 

to letters received by the Vatican Ambassador.  I first became involved with sexual 

abuse by Catholic clergy in 1982 in the course of fulfilling my duties at the embassy.  

Since that time, I have been consistently involved in this issue in a variety of ways 

throughout the United States and in other countries as well. 

8. I have testified as an expert witness and consultant in clergy sexual abuse cases since 

1988 and have studied documentation in cases from approximately 190 of the 195 

Catholic dioceses in the United States. In the course of this work, I have reviewed 

more than 1,500 priest personnel files.  I have been qualified as an expert witness 

and/or consultant on clergy sex abuse cases since 1989 involving several hundred 

separate cases in the United States, Canada, the U.K., Ireland, New Zealand, 

Australia and Israel.  I have appeared before the legislatures of the States of 

Pennsylvania, Ohio, Colorado, California, Delaware, Maryland and the District of 

Columbia to testify relative to child protective legislation, including matters related to 

child abuse, clergy reporting statutes and statutes of limitations.  I have also appeared 

before or consulted with several grand juries in the United States.  In addition, I have 

appeared as an expert witness and served as a consultant to the Ferns Commission 

and the Dublin Commission in Dublin, Ireland, and to the Cornwall Public Inquiry, 
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Cornwall, Ontario, Canada.  In February, 2011, I addressed a special commission of 

the Parliament of Belgium at their request. 

9. The most important part of my involvement has been my direct contact with victims 

and their families. From 1984 on I have worked extensively with clergy sexual abuse 

victims of both sexes, ranging in age from nine years old to 92 years of age.  I have 

provided pastoral care to their families, including parents, spouses and children.   

10. I have also worked as a canonical consultant with Dioceses and Religious Orders, 

giving presentations and lectures and developing policies and procedures in this area, 

as well as assisting numerous dioceses in the United States and abroad in compiling 

similar policies and procedures.  I have given workshops to various dioceses around 

the country on the issue of clerical sexual misconduct against minors. I have lectured 

extensively and published articles on issues related to sexual abuse by clerics and 

religious brothers.  In addition to working with victims of sex abuse I have also 

worked since 1984 with accused clerics as a canonical advocate and advisor and as a 

pastoral support person. 

11. I have been asked to offer expert opinions concerning several aspects of the case 

which fall within my area of expertise.  This expertise encompasses a number of 

subject areas which include, among others, the following: 

a. The structure and organization of the Catholic Church and the 

various sub-parts of the institutional Church, including archdioceses, 

dioceses and religious communities of men and women 

b. The obligations and responsibilities of the various authority figures 

and office-holders in the Catholic Church. 

c. The obligations of bishops and religious superiors in response to 

various kinds of abuse committed by clerics or members of religious 

orders. 

d. The response of the institutional Church to alleged and confirmed 

reports of sexual violations by the clergy in the present era, that is, 

from the mid-forties to the present. 

e. The penal system included in the Code of Canon Law and its 

application in cases of sexual abuse of minors, children or adults by 

the hierarchy of the Catholic Church. 

12. I am willing to testify and offer expert opinions about this case based on my 

education, professional training and experience. 

 

The Nature of the Roman Catholic Church 

13. The Roman Catholic Church is commonly understood to be a world-wide religious 

denomination with governmental headquarters in Vatican City.  The Church’s own 
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self-definition is more complex.  The Catholic Church is a religious way of life.  It is 

also a socio-political reality that exists within secular society as a structured 

institution.  Unlike other religious denominations, the Catholic Church is also 

recognized as a political entity or a country by the community of nations. 

14. There are several names or descriptors by which the Church is known.  The most 

common name for the world-wide body is the Roman Catholic Church.  The seat of 

the Church’s government and the residence of its head is a geographic entity known 

as Vatican City, which exists as a separate country within the boundaries of Rome, 

Italy.  As a socio-political entity with membership in the community of nations the 

Church is known as the Holy See. 

15. The Catholic Church is divided into several fundamental divisions known as rites.  A 

rite is a division of the Church based on ethnic background and history.  The 

exception is the Roman Rite, which is the most populous rite and is made up of 

people of varied backgrounds and ethnic origins.  The other rites have centuries-old 

historical roots and differ primarily in their liturgical rituals, liturgical language and 

other traditions or customs.  All rites are under the authority of the pope, and all 

profess the same core beliefs and discipline. 

16. The governmental system of the Catholic Church is defined officially as a hierarchy.  

Traditionally, a hierarchical government was one that was directed by “holy” men.  In 

practice, the governmental system of the Catholic Church is monarchical in that 

power is vested in individual persons and not in groups or communal bodies.  There is 

no separation of the three essential functions of government in the Catholic Church.  

The three powers, legislative, executive and judicial are vested in individual leaders.  

Those who carry out the actual duties or assist in their execution do so acting on 

delegated power from the incumbent.   

17. The papacy is the highest governmental and religious office in the Catholic Church.  

The incumbent is known as the pope and commonly addressed as the Holy Father.”  

The pope is the supreme judge, executive, legislator and teacher for the entire 

Catholic Church.  His authority and power is absolute.  The pope answers to no 

human power.  He is elected by the College of Cardinals, but once he accepts the 

election, he is the pope from that moment on.  There is no collegiate or communal 

body in the Church that has absolute, definitive power.   

18. The basic governmental office in the Catholic Church is the office of bishop.  A 

bishop is the head of a diocese, and in that diocese, he has nearly absolute power, 

subject only to the limitations in the Code of Canon Law or limitations sent by the 

pope.  Every bishop answers only to the pope.  The papal office did not always have 

the power, stature and respect is now possesses.  The pope was originally the bishop 

of the diocese of Rome.  He still is known as the Bishop of Rome; however, his duties 

as bishop are carried out by an appointed representative. 

19. All bishops are appointed by the pope.  Only the pope can appoint, remove or re-

assign a bishop.  A bishop’s resignation or retirement must be accepted by the pope. 
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20. In judicial matters, although lay people and priests are subject to the jurisdiction of 

the local tribunals on the diocesan levels, bishops cannot be summoned before a level 

of authority below the pope.  If a bishop is charged with a canonical crime, only the 

pope can act as judge.  In practice, this does not happen.  Over the past ten years, a 

number of bishops in the United States, Canada and Europe have been credibly 

accused of sexual abuse of minors.  This crime applies to bishops as well as anyone 

else.  Although the Holy See has been made aware of each and every case, no bishop 

has ever been subjected to a canonical investigation much less a canonical 

prosecution.  It is the pope alone who can initiate a process against a bishop and over 

the past several decades, the only disciplinary action taken against bishops has been 

the forced removal of two for what the Vatican called doctrinal irregularities and two 

others because they attempted marriage.  Over the years, several bishops have left the 

ministry to marry and none has been subjected to any penal action.  The two 

exceptions have been former archbishop Milengo and the bishop who is now 

President of Paraguay.  Also, the protection of priests who are known to be child 

sexual abusers and the failure to take decisive action against them is itself a canonical 

crime.  No bishop has ever been prosecuted or even charged with such a crime. 

 

The Church has its own legal system 

21. The Catholic Church has its own internal regulatory system, known as Canon Law.  

The word “canon” is derived from the Greek word kanon, which meant a rule or a 

straight line.  Canon Law is the oldest continuously functioning legal system in the 

world.  Its roots reach back to the 4
th

 century when a group of bishops in Spain met to 

enact rules in response to various problems encountered by Church communities in 

their region. The first recorded legislation dates from 309 and was enacted at the 

Synod of Elvira. From that time and for several ensuing centuries Canon Law 

consisted of laws or decrees issued by individual bishops, by synods or councils of 

bishops, by general councils of the Church and by the popes. Scholars began 

compiling collections of known laws as early as the fifth century.  By the twelfth 

century, there were numerous collections from all areas of the Christian world.  None 

of the collections ever achieved any official approbation.  These were collections of 

laws and not attempts at a systematic codification of the canon laws existing at the 

time.  

22. The vast tangle of rules found in the numerous collections and in other sources was 

first systematized in 1140 by the monk Gratian, working at the University of 

Bologna.  Though not official, his massive work, commonly called Gratian’s Decree, 

remains the single most important historical source for Canon Law.  His efforts and 

those of other scholars at the time were greatly influenced by the re-discovery of the 

main works of ancient Roman Law which had been lost since the fall of the empire.  

Thus Canon Law took on many of the attributes of Roman Law in terms of concepts, 

structure and legal philosophy.  The Church’s laws, regulations, norms and guidelines 

remained un-codified until the beginning of the 20
th

 century. Pope Pius X initiated the 

process of codification in 1903. The first Code as such was officially published or 

promulgated in 1917.  This Code remained the basic collection of Church laws until 

1983 when its successor, the revised Code of Canon Law, replaced it. 
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23. The Church’s internal regulatory system is not a theological document nor is it an 

article of faith that is part of the body of doctrine that Catholics are expected to 

believe. It is a collection of internal rules, regulations and norms that give concrete 

shape to the institutional Church.  It is true that certain of the individual laws or 

“canons” are directly or indirectly related to theological or religious concepts. This is 

not unusual since the constitutions of several secular states refer in some way to a 

higher power.  This does not mean that the legal system itself is a catalogue of the 

religious beliefs of Catholics.  The Code describes the various offices, bodies and 

internal political structures of the Catholic Church.  It presents the duties, 

responsibilities and qualifications for the various offices and positions in the Church.  

It contains a section on procedural laws for settling disputes and providing due 

process.  It contains a section of criminal behavior which lists certain actions that are 

considered church crimes.   

24. The Code of Canon Law is not a substitute for the civil law systems of the various 

countries where the Church is established.  It does not “trump” civil law.  In fact, 

there are canons that stipulate that the civil laws are to be obeyed in all things that are 

not immoral or contrary to God’s law.  Canon Law is used in civil cases to explain 

and clarify the various aspects about the Catholic Church.  When it is presented in 

civil court, the purpose is not to expect the civil judges to interpret, apply, critique or 

explain civil law.  Rather, the purpose is to assist in understanding how the 

institutional Church works.  For example, Canon Law contains specific mandatory 

procedures for the investigation of reports of possible canonical crimes such as sexual 

abuse of minors by clergy.  It also contains the basic requirements that bishops should 

look for in assigning priests to various posts.  When the facts of a case are examined 

in civil court, Canon Law can be helpful to determine what the Church’s own internal 

expectations were of an office-holder in a given situation.  The separation of Church 

and State, which is a constitutional fact in the United States and other countries, does 

not prevent a civil court from asking questions about the Church’s internal regulations 

any more than it prevents a civil court from asking questions about the internal norms 

for a secular corporation.  If a civil court expresses interest in how the internal 

working of a Church impacts the behavior of clerics, including bishops, such an 

interest, though often erroneously labeled an intrusion into Church doctrinal or 

authority matters by some, is nothing more than a justifiable inquiry. 

25. The Catholic Church does not have a legislative body.  Rather, the pope is the sole 

law-giver.  The process of organizing the mass of legal documents and putting 

together a Code first began in 1903 and was completed in 1917.  The work was done 

by a committee that changed membership as the years passed.  The final product, with 

2414 separate canons, many with several sub-parts, became the official law of the 

Catholic Church when Pope Benedict XV issued the decree of promulgation in 1917.  

The Code did not take effect, however, until May, 1918; the intervening year was 

known as a vacatio legis or a “vacation of the law.”  This is a period determined by 

the lawgiver during which the church could become accustomed to the new 

legislation. 

26. On January 25, 1959, Pope John XXIII revealed to a gathering of Cardinals that he 

intended to call an ecumenical or general council of the Church.  He also announced 

that the Code of Canon Law would be revised.  Although the process of revision 

theoretically began with that announcement, it formally began on November 25, 
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1965, after the Vatican Council had concluded.  The process of revision ended in 

1983 with the promulgation by Pope Paul VI on January 25.  At that time, he 

announced that the new laws would take effect on November 23, 1983. 

27. The Code is the basic source of all church laws.  From time to time, new laws are 

issued as needs arise.  Though these are not included in the Code itself, they 

nevertheless are official laws or norms of the Church.  The only official 

interpretations of any Church law come from the pope.  Canon Law is not primarily 

understood through the studies of cases as in the Common Law tradition.  Rather, the 

works of the legal scholars, generally referred to as the commentaries, are looked to 

in order to formulate how best to actually apply the law in a specific situation. 

28. One looks to the Code of Canon Law for an understanding of the governmental 

structures of the Church and for the requirements for the various ecclesiastical 

offices, as well as the rights and responsibilities that go with each office.   

 

The Governmental Structure of the Catholic Church- The Basic Chain of Command 

(How authority is actually exercised will be discussed in a section subsequent to the 

descriptions of the structures.) 

29. The governmental structure of the Catholic Church is hierarchical by official 

definition and monarchical in actual practice.  The pope is an absolute monarch who 

answers to no power on earth.  The pope’s jurisdiction or authority extends over the 

entire universal church but also over each individual or local church as well as 

groupings of churches.  His power also extends directly to individual members of the 

Church. 

30. The universal Church is divided into sections called dioceses, a word that is derived 

from the Greek.  A diocese is determined by geographic boundaries.  Dioceses are 

created, merged or suppressed only by the pope.  Each diocese is headed by a bishop.  

Catholic theology holds that the bishops are successors of the twelve apostles.  In his 

diocese the bishop is the absolute ruler, subject only to certain limitations on his 

power that are found in the Code of Canon Law or may be issued by the pope. These 

limitations pertain to what the bishop may do or not do.  They are not limitations 

within the context of other authority sources, either individual or communal, in the 

diocese.  

31. Although most dioceses are geographic in nature, there are some exceptions known as 

personal dioceses.  These are ecclesiastical jurisdictions created by the pope to serve 

the religious needs of a specific group of people.  The most common examples are the 

Military Dioceses which are actual dioceses set up for members of the various 

military branches in various countries.  These dioceses are unique in that they are 

both territorial in that they reach to the territories of military installations.  They are 

personal in that the authority of the bishop reaches to the individual members of the 

military forces. 
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32. An archdiocese is identical to a diocese in governmental structure.  It is, however, the 

major diocese in a region or the most historical one and therefore is known as an 

archdiocese.  It is led by an archbishop.  An archdiocese is the primary ecclesiastical 

jurisdiction of an ecclesiastical province.  A Province is a grouping of dioceses, 

usually in the same geographic region.  Each diocese is subordinate to the 

archdiocese; however, the archbishop has no real authority over the bishop of each of 

the subordinate dioceses.   At one time in history, archbishops had a certain degree of 

actual authority over the bishops of the other dioceses, but at the present time, the 

authority is primarily moral authority. 

33. A geographic diocese is made up of parishes, which are geographic divisions created 

by a bishop and to which belong all Catholics living within the territory.  The vast 

majority of Catholics come in contact with the Church through the local parish.   

34. A parish is headed by a pastor who must be a priest.  In some cases, he may be 

assisted by assistant pastors who are also priests.  There are several terms used for 

assistant pastors:  associate pastors, parochial vicars, and curates.  Lay persons may 

also serve as parochial or parish associates, but they cannot perform any of the 

ceremonies or rituals that are restricted to priests.  The pastor does not have absolute 

power in his parish.  His responsibilities and the limits of his authority are clearly 

defined in the Code of Canon Law and by any special norms issued by the local 

bishop.  The pastor is the legal and canonical agent of the parish.  The bishop is the 

proper pastor of the entire diocese.  The local pastor shares in the ministry of the 

bishop and therefore can be described as a representative of the bishop. 

35. Summary of the main line of authority.  The essential and basic line of authority in 

the Roman Catholic Church is a vertical line:  pope – bishop – pastor.  The pope’s 

power is absolute and all inclusive.  The pope has authority over every Catholic, 

cleric and law.  The bishop’s power is absolute in his diocese within the limits set by 

Canon law.  The pastor’s power is not absolute and is limited by Canon Law and the 

norms set by the bishop. 

36. The scope of the pope's power.  The pope's authority reaches directly to every 

Catholic lay person and every Catholic cleric of any rank.  The pope can by-pass all 

intermediate levels of authority, such as religious superiors or bishops, and issue a 

command or take an action pertaining to an individual.  If the pope chooses to 

promote or assign an individual priest in a diocese, he can do so without consulting 

anyone. Similarly, the pope can take disciplinary action or issue an order to any cleric 

without the approval of the cleric's superior. 

37. Since the pope has the fullness of power in all three areas of government, he can 

directly interfere with any judicial or executive action that is taking place on any 

level.  The most famous example of this involved the late Fr. Marciel Maciel-

Degollado.  He was the founder of a religious order called the Legion of Christ.  He 

had been accused by nine former members of the order of sexually abusing them 

when they were minor seminarians.  They preferred to pursue their case in the 

canonical courts.  The case was in process at the level of the Congregation for the 

Doctrine of the Faith.  In 1997, at the order of Pope John Paul II, the process was 
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stopped for no reason.  It was only re-opened shortly before the pope's death when he 

was incapacitated. 

 

 

Collegiate, Collaborative and Other Communal Bodies in the Church 

38. There are many different collective bodies within the governing structures of the 

Catholic Church.  There are such bodies in the general structure of Church 

governance (papal administration, diocesan administration and parish administration), 

and there are such bodies in the governing structures of religious orders. A discussion 

of religious orders will be reserved for later in this document. 

39. The College of Cardinals is the pre-eminent collective body in the Church.  Cardinals 

are appointed by the pope.  All cardinals under the age of 80 are the electors of the 

pope.  While a pope is alive the College of Cardinals acts as his supreme advisory 

body but as a group the only time they have decisive power is when the elect a pope. 

40. Certain collegiate bodies are obligatory: the regional or national conferences of 

bishops; the College of Consultors of a diocese; the diocesan finance council; the 

Council of Priests of a diocese; the Chapter of Canons, which is the European 

equivalent to the College of Consultors of a diocese; and the finance council of a 

parish. 

41. The bodies included above are all mandated by Canon Law.  The pope and bishops 

are free to establish other collective bodies as they see fit.  Although the pope has the 

power to establish such bodies and to give them deliberative power, he does not do so 

since that would imply a limitation on his own power.  Similarly, bishops may 

establish various committees and commissions but all are limited to consultative 

functions.  

42. Distinguished from the standing bodies listed above, there are other collegiate 

gatherings that take place on either a regular or “as needed” basis.  These include 

general or ecumenical councils, synods of bishops, synods of dioceses and other 

meetings.  None of these have deliberate authority.  The ecumenical council, the 

highest form of gathering in the Catholic Church, requires the pope’s approval for any 

and all documents to have force.  The same is true for any meetings or gatherings of a 

lesser nature.  The main point is that the pope is all powerful, and this is manifested 

throughout the governmental structure of the Church. 

 

The Vatican Bureaucracy 

43. The pope is assisted in the administration of the world-wide church by a collection of 

different bureaucratic entities that are located at the Vatican.  Some of the offices are 



10 

 

actually in the geographic confines of Vatican City but most are located nearby in 

buildings owned or leased by the Holy See. 

44. There are several different grades of Vatican departments.  

The Secretariat of State 

45. The highest level of authority under the pope, the secretariat is headed by the papal 

Secretary of State, always a cardinal.  It consists of two sections. 

46. The first section handles affairs pertaining to the various dioceses and all matters not 

pertaining to other offices in the administration.  The First Section also handles all 

matters relating to the ambassadors of the Holy See to the secular countries 

throughout the world.  The Secretary of State is, in practice, the second in command 

of the Catholic Church.  He has broad authority to act in the pope’s name in matters 

that pertain to any of the other dicasteries or tribunals.  One example is the role of the 

Secretary of State, then Cardinal Sodano, in the judicial processing of the case of Fr. 

Marcial Maciel-Degollado.  This priest had been accused by several adult males of 

having sexually abused them when they were minors and seminarians in the minor 

seminary directed by Fr. Maciel.  The men opted to follow the canonical process 

rather than resort to civil law proceedings.  The case was in process with the 

Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, which had jurisdiction.  In 1999, the 

Cardinal Secretary of State ordered Cardinal Ratzinger to stop the proceedings.  No 

reason was ever made public. 

47. The second section handles relationships with the heads of foreign governments.  It is 

headed by an archbishop who is immediately subject to the Secretary of State. 

The Congregations.  

48. The Congregations are departments that handle specific areas of the pope’s 

administration of the Church.   There are nine congregations. 

49. The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.  This congregation was founded in 

1542 and was originally known as the Sacred Congregation of the Universal 

Inquisition.  It was founded to combat heresy throughout the Church.  The name was 

changed in 1908 to the Sacred Congregation of the Holy Office.  In 1965, the name 

was changed to the present one, which is the Congregation for the Doctrine of the 

Faith (CDF).  Its main duty is the safeguarding of faith and morals throughout the 

Church.  This congregation examines the writings of theologians for heresy or 

variance with standard doctrine.  It also handles cases of sexual abuse of minors by 

the clergy.  The CDF used to handle the process for all requests for laicization of 

priests; however, this was changed to the Congregation for the Sacraments.  At the 

present time, the CDF handles the processes involving priests who have been accused 

of sexual abuse of minors. 

50. The CDF has had jurisdiction over cases of clergy (priests and deacons) who sexually 

abuse since the time of the Inquisition.  In the modern era, it has had explicit 

jurisdiction over sexual abuse of minors since 1922 when the Holy Office issued the 
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instruction Crimen sollicitationis, which was a set of procedures to be used for 

processing cases of solicitation and which stipulated that cases of homosexual 

relations by clerics, bestiality by clerics and sex abuse of minors by clerics were 

subject to the jurisdiction of the Holy Office.  The 1922 document was repeated in 

1962.   

51. The Congregation for the Oriental Churches.  The Catholic Church is made up of six 

different rites.  The largest is the Roman Rite.  The other five differ in that each is 

comprised of Catholics from different ethnic groups, all of which are eastern 

European or middle eastern. The five are: 

     

Byzantine Rite (Greek, Ukrainian, Russian, Romanian Catholics as well as Melkite 

Catholics who are Lebanese) 

Antiochian or Western Syrian Rite (Maronite-Lebanese, Syrians, Indian Catholics) 

Chaldean Rite (Iraq, Eastern Indians) 

Armenian Rite (Armenians) 

Alexandrian Rite (Coptic – Egypt, and Ethiopians) 

This congregation handles all matters that pertain to any of the above-mentioned rites. 

52. The Congregation for Divine Worship and Discipline of the Sacraments.  This 

congregation handles all matters pertaining to the liturgy or worship rituals of the 

Church,  with the exception of liturgy issues of the Oriental Churches.  It also handles 

issues pertaining to the seven sacraments, which are the core religious ceremonies of 

the Catholic Church.  Since 1989, it has been entrusted with the process for 

laicization of priests who request this of their own volition. 

53. The Congregation for the Causes of Saints.  This congregation handles the processes 

for declaring people as saints. 

54. Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples.  This congregation coordinates and 

organizes the Church’s missionary efforts throughout the world, especially in Third 

World countries. 

55. Congregation for the Clergy.  The Congregation for the Clergy handles certain issues 

pertaining to the diocesan clergy throughout the world.  It also handles matters 

pertaining to catechetics (the religious formation of children and adults) and matters 

pertaining to the regulation and administration of church property and other material 

goods.  Since 2009 this Congregation has also been entrusted with certain aspects of 

the process whereby clergy are laicized or dismissed against their will. 
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56. The Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life handles all matters pertaining to 

the orders and congregations of religious men and women. 

57. The Congregation for Catholic Education. This congregation handles matters 

pertaining to the seminaries and institutes of instruction and formation for priests.  It 

also has a section that handles certain matters that pertain to the Catholic universities 

and colleges throughout the world.  and a third section that collaborates with other 

Vatican administrative departments on issues that pertain to a variety of aspects of 

Catholic education throughout the world. 

58. The Congregation for Bishops.  This congregation is the department that handles the 

process followed for the vetting of candidates for the office of bishop.  This process 

begins at the local or national level, with the papal delegate or nuncio, and is finalized 

at the Congregation for Bishops.  The final result of the process is the 

recommendation to the pope that he appoint the candidates in question to the office of 

bishop. It is also responsible for the process used for the creation, division or 

suppression of dioceses.  This congregation also handles the retirement, removal or 

re-assignment of bishops.  All decisions recommended by the congregation 

concerning bishops must be approved by the pope. 

 

 The Tribunals or Courts of the Vatican 

59. The Roman Rota is the highest appeal court in the Catholic Church.  It is made up of 

twenty judges, called auditors.  The other staff includes notaries, secretaries and 

defenders of the bond.  The Rota usually hears cases on appeal from tribunals 

throughout the world, most of which involve the nullity of marriage.  It is also the 

tribunal that has jurisdiction of cases brought against bishops that do not involve 

alleged violations of criminal laws in the Code of Canon Law.  The judges are all 

appointed by the pope and serve with an indefinite term.  The head of the Rota is the 

Dean who achieves that position by reason of his seniority of appointment.  The dean 

is often but not always appointed to the rank of archbishop. 

60. The Apostolic Signatura.  The Signatura is sometimes called the Church’s “Supreme 

Court” but in reality it is not comparable to the Supreme Court of any civil 

jurisdiction.  The Signatura hears cases that are appealed to it from the Rota.  It also 

hears cases of conflict of jurisdiction and cases alleging the nullity of tribunal 

processes due to a defect in process.  The tribunal of the Signatura is headed by a 

Prefect, a cardinal and the membership is made up cardinals and archbishops 

appointed by the pope. 

61. The Apostolic Penitentiary.  This tribunal handles matters of the internal forum which 

today are rare.  Under the 1917 Code there existed what were called reserved sins.  

The Penitentiary gave permission for priests to absolve such sins.  Today it is limited 

to dealing with certain types of excommunications the absolution of which is reserved 

to the Vatican.  In the practical order the major task of the Penitentiary is to handle 

matters involving indulgences. 
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The Governance of a Diocese or Archdiocese 

62. The diocese is governed by the bishop (or archbishop) in much the same way that the 

international church is governed by the pope. The bishop has full authority in his 

diocese for all three essential branches of government.  He is the chief judge of the 

diocese.  He is the sole legislator of the diocese, and he is the executive. 

The Bishop 

63. The bishop is assisted by several layers of bureaucracy, all of which operate on power 

delegated to them by the Code itself or directly by the bishop.  There are several 

offices that are required of all dioceses. 

64. Vicar General.  A vicar is one who takes the place of or acts in the name of  another.  

The Vicar General (VG) is the alter ego of the bishop.  He possesses by law nearly all 

of the administrative powers of the bishop and, when the bishop is absent, he acts as 

second in command.  There is always at least one Vicar General, but, depending on 

the size of the diocese, there may be more than one.  The VG speaks for the bishop.  

Reports or messages given to him are considered as given to the bishop.  The VG 

must be a priest. 

65. Chancellor.  The chancellor is essentially the record keeper of the diocese but, in 

practice, usually handles many other administrative matters.  The chancellor may be a 

priest or a lay person. 

66. Episcopal Vicars.  Episcopal Vicars are priests who represent the bishop either to 

geographic areas of the diocese or to specific groups, such as immigrants, college 

students, etc. They have whatever authority and power the bishop gives them.  

Usually, they act as a level of authority between the group they represent and the 

bishop. 

67. Judicial Vicar.  Although the bishop is the chief judge, canon law provides for an 

office for a priest who actually fulfills the duties.  The judicial vicar functions as the 

chief judge of the diocesan court or tribunal.  He must be a priest with a degree in 

Canon Law. 

Diocesan departments.   

68. The Code of Canon Law requires that there be a tribunal or court in every diocese.  It 

requires that there be archives or files and a finance council.  The finance council has 

consultative authority, and in a very few matters the bishops is required to consult 

with them before making decisions. 

69. The College of Consultors is a body made up of priests.  Some are members by 

reason of their office, such as the Vicar General. Others are appointed by the bishop.  

They act as the top advisory body to the bishop.  The only deliberative function they 
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have is to elect an administrator of the diocese if the bishop dies or if the bishop 

retires or is transferred.  The administrator governs the diocese in the interim period 

and has broad powers of governance but is limited in the kind of decisions he can 

make. 

70. The Presbyteral Senate or Priests' Senate is also a consultative body that is 

recommended but not required.  Members are elected by their peers, have 

membership because of an office they hold or are appointed by the bishop. 

71. The tribunal or court is the forum for deciding certain disputed issues of Canon law.  

In practice, most tribunals handle marriage-related issues, such as dispensations or 

annulments.  Although, in theory, any canonical dispute not reserved to a higher 

authority can be adjudicated in a tribunal, in practice, this rarely happens. 

72. The bishop may have a number of other committees, offices, commissions or boards 

to assist in the administration of the diocese.  All are created by the bishop and 

members are appointed by the bishop.  They all serve in a consultative fashion and 

may be dissolved or members dismissed or replaced by the bishop without cause. 

The local bishop's independence 

73. The local bishop is appointed by the pope and ordinarily serves until he is transferred, 

removed or retired.  He answers only to the pope but ordinarily does business with the 

Vatican through the various departments and offices of the Holy See.   

74. The bishop is automatically a member of the episcopal or bishops' conference of the 

region or country where he lives.  The episcopal conference is a 

pastoral/administrative body that assists local bishops in a variety of ways.  The 

conference has officers elected by the bishops.  However, the president of the 

conference has no authority over individual bishops.  The conference of bishops can 

create laws for the territory, but these laws must be approved by the Holy See.  A 

good example is the legislation passed by the U.S. bishops in 2002 for dealing with 

clergy sex abuse.  The bishops in the U.S. created the draft documents and voted on 

them.  They were then sent to the Holy See for review.  The Holy See insisted on a 

number of changes. Once these changes were made, the document was sent back to 

the Holy See for the final approval or recognitio as it is called.  Without the approval 

of the Holy See this legislation and any other legislation created by a local bishops' 

conference lacks force of law.  

75. The style of the local bishop determines how his administration is run.  The gamut 

runs from bishops who are secure with delegating and allowing delegated people to 

make decisions without constantly referring to him and then backing their decisions 

whether he agrees or not (subject always to his right to intervene) to micro-managers 

who insist that all decisions be passed through them. 

 

Criminal Cases of Sexual Abuse on the Diocesan Level 
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76. The Code of Canon Law contains a number of actions that are considered to be 

delicts or crimes. The act may or may not be considered a crime in the civil law of the 

region.  For example, it is a grave crime in canon law to violate the seal of the 

confessional by revealing the identity of people who come to a priest for confession 

or by revealing information shared.  The crime is punished by automatic and 

immediate excommunication.  This act is not considered a crime in any civil law 

jurisdiction.  There are other actions that are listed as crimes in canon law which are 

crimes in civil law as well: murder, kidnapping, rape and child sexual abuse for 

example. 

77. The Canon Law system is for the internal regulation of the Church.  It does not 

supplant the civil law system in any way.  If a priest is convicted in a church court of 

a crime that is also considered a crime in civil law, he is still liable to prosecution by 

the civil law.  In some civil jurisdictions failure to report a known felony to civil law 

enforcement authorities is considered a crime in civil law.  In the Catholic Church, if 

a superior official learns that a subject has committed an act that is a crime in civil 

and canon law, he is obligated to report the suspected crime to civil authorities. 

78. Sexual abuse of a minor under the age of 18 is a crime in Canon Law.  This 

commission of this crime by lay persons rarely, if ever, comes to the attention of the 

Canon Law system. Commission of this same crime by a cleric (deacon, priest, 

bishop) is another matter. 

79. If a bishop receives a report of possible sexual abuse of a minor by a cleric he is 

obligated to initiate and conduct a preliminary investigation, as it is called in Canon 

Law.  This investigation looks into the credibility of the report and the sources of 

proof.  It is to be conducted with discretion so as not to ruin anyone's reputation, 

keeping in mind that this is only a preliminary investigation looking into possible 

sources of proof to be possibly evaluated later.  The entire process is to be 

documented and the file or acts, as the record is called, are to be preserved in the 

diocesan archives. 

80. If the evidence persuades the bishop that a crime was possibly committed, he can 

proceed with an administrative or judicial process.  An administrative process can 

impose lesser punishments such as temporary suspension, but it cannot be used for 

more serious punishments such as dismissal from the clerical state. 

81. If a priest is convicted of sexual abuse of a minor, the tribunal must then assess the 

penalty.  There is little evidence of the process having been used in the U.S. or 

elsewhere prior to the late 1990s and after the turn of the millennium.  The process 

itself is complex, cumbersome and highly secretive.  It has been used much more 

frequently in the U.S. and other western countries in the past ten years as a result of 

pressure on the Vatican and other church authorities to take some decisive action in 

the face of ever-increasing reports of sexual abuse of minors by clerics. 

82. If a priest is convicted and the penalty is dismissal from the clerical state, the decision 

is automatically appealed to the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.  It is 

difficult to predict how long the appeal process will take.  Although an accused priest 

has the right to an advocate on the local level, this advocate cannot represent him 
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before any of the Vatican tribunals, including the CDF.  He must be represented by an 

advocate admitted to practice before these tribunals.  If the original decision and 

penalty are upheld on appeal, a final decree is issued, and the priest is notified that his 

dismissal has been confirmed.  

 

The Actual Practice of Handling Cases of Clergy Sexual Abuse 

83. The issue of sexual abuse of minors by Catholic clergy became nationally known in 

1984.  It had existed throughout the history of the Church.  Since 1985 when the first 

civil suit was filed in the U.S., there have been approximately 7000 civil suits filed in 

the U.S., Canada, the U.K., Ireland, Australia, New Zealand, Belgium, Italy and the 

Netherlands.  There have also been several official government sponsored 

investigations in Ireland, Belgium, Canada and the U.S.  In the U.S. these have taken 

the form of grand jury investigations in at least 8 jurisdictions.  The conclusive 

evidence from all of these civil court actions, which have had access to restricted 

church files, has shown that the vast majority of bishops never followed the processes 

mandated by the Code of Canon Law or by the special papal instructions from 1922 

and 1962 in responding to cases of sexual abuse of minors by priests or deacons.  

This amounts to a violation of internal church law by bishops.  The various Vatican 

departments such as the CDF, the Secretary of State, the Congregation for the Clergy 

and the Signatura have been aware that bishops have consistently failed to follow the 

procedural laws involving cases of child abuse.  There is no known instance when 

any bishop has either been ordered to follow the proper legal procedures or been 

disciplined for failure to follow such procedures. 

84. The documentation obtained by civil lawyers in several countries through the 

discovery process in secular civil or criminal cases involving clergy sexual abuse 

have revealed evidence that the proper canonical procedures have been followed in 

only a very small number -- under twenty -- of the thousands of cases that have been 

studied. 

 

Bishops accused 

85. Since 2002, it has been revealed that several bishops, archbishops and one cardinal 

have been credibly accused of sexually abusing children.  Most of the known cases 

have been from the U.S. (approximately 20), with others being from Canada (4) and 

Europe (15).   According to Canon Law any case involving a charge of violation of a 

canonical crime, such as sexual abuse of a minor, against a bishop, can be handled 

only by the pope.  In practice there have been neither canonical investigations nor 

adjudicatory processes of any of the bishops or archbishops accused of violation of 

children.  All have been allowed to retire.  No bishop has been removed for this 

crime. 

86. The other canonical offense involving bishops and archbishops is intentional 

negligence in dealing with priests who commit the crime of abuse of a minor.  
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Bishops have failed to respond when given information or reports about specific 

instances of sexual abuse of a minor, and they have re-assigned priests whom they 

knew have committed this crime.  This is a violation of canon law which amounts to 

complicity in the commitment of a crime and neglect of office.  There is no known 

instance when any bishop anywhere in the world has been investigated, charged and 

prosecuted by the Vatican for this violation.   

The Vatican Response to Specific Cases 

87. The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith is the Vatican department responsible 

for the adjudication of cases of sexual abuse of minors by priests or deacons.  Under 

the terms of the instruction Crimen sollicitationis of 1962, all cases were to be sent to 

the Congregation once the process was completed on the local level.   Bishops had the 

option of referring cases to the CDF after the initial investigation, or even after the 

initial report, but it was not mandatory to refer every case.  Under the terms of the 

procedural instruction now in force, Sacramentorum sancitatis tutela (issued May, 

2001), after the initial investigation on the local level, every case must be sent to the 

CDF.  The CDF then decides whether to refer the case back to the sending diocese for 

further processing, refer the case to another diocese as a change of venue, or retain 

the case where it would be processed at the congregation.  The CDF also handles 

requests by bishops for the involuntary laicization of priests accused of sexual abuse 

of minors.  This happens when the evidence is compelling and/or when there has been 

a civil conviction. 

88. Prior to 2001, there have been cases of sexual abuse by priests that have been duly 

processed on the local level and which have concluded with the conviction and 

imposition of the penalty of dismissal from the clerical state.  These cases had to be 

referred to the CDF for a mandatory appeal and did not become finalized until the 

CDF had verified the lower court’s decision, remanded it for another trial or accepted 

to try it again on the congregation level. 

89. It is known that several cases of voluntary laicization have been submitted by priests 

who have sexually abused minors.  In such cases the documentation has contained 

detailed information about the sexual abuse perpetrated by the petitioning priest.  

Although the Congregation has obtained detailed evidence of sexual abuse in 

numerous instances, there is no indication that it ever requested a supplemental 

investigation into the reasons why some priests were sexually abusing children. 

90. The most notorious case of interference with the canonical process is that of Fr. 

Marcial Maciel-Degollado, as mentioned above.  The canonical process was 

interrupted by the Secretariat of State presumably with the approval of the pope.  It 

was re-opened in 2004 but never carried to completion.  Rather, Maciel was ordered 

to cease public ministry and to lead a life of prayer and penance. 

91. Another case involved Fr. Lawrence Murphy of the archdiocese of Milwaukee.  

Murphy sexually abused at least 200 deaf, minor boys at a school where he was 

chaplain.  He had been denounced to the Vatican for this in 1956, but there was no 

action taken.  In 1997, Murphy was convicted by a canonical tribunal of the 

Archdiocese of Milwaukee and sentenced to dismissal.  The decision was appealed to 
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the CDF.  The archbishop of Milwaukee, the bishop of Superior, Wisconsin and the 

auxiliary bishop of Milwaukee went to the CDF and met with the secretary, 

Archbishop Bertone, and urged the CDF to ratify the dismissal.  They had already 

appealed in writing and received no action.  After their personal intervention the 

CDF, then under the direction of Cardinal Ratzinger, decided not to complete the 

appeal process and to allow Murphy to remain a priest. 

92. There were two cases from the Diocese of Tucson that were intentionally mishandled 

by the CDF.  Both involved priests accused of sexually abusing minors.  The first, the 

case of Robert Trupia involved repeated interference by the Cardinal Prefect of the 

Congregation for the Clergy, who sought to stop the canonical process and allow 

Trupia to retire on a retirement salary provided by the diocese.  The second case 

involved Michael Teta whose case took several years to adjudicate on the local 

diocesan level before a final decision was given and dismissal imposed.  The case 

was sent to the CDF for the appeal and ratification of the decision.  In spite of appeals 

for a decision within a reasonable period of time, the CDF delayed the final decision 

for slightly over seven years with no reasonable explanation. 

93. A third case involved a priest from the Oakland, California diocese named Robert 

Keisle.  He had voluntarily asked to be laicized primarily because he was a confirmed 

child abuser and had no future as a priest.  His case was sent to the CDF, and Cardinal 

Ratzinger replied that it would be delayed because the “Faithful” would be 

scandalized if a priest under 40 were laicized.  No account was taken of the offenses -

- neither of Keisle nor of the bishop’s clear plea that, for the good of the people, the 

man should be removed. 

Conclusion 

94. The pope has direct authority over every priest in the world and direct authority over 

every department, office and tribunal in the Vatican.  The pope, usually acting 

through the Cardinal Secretary of State, has directly intervened in a number of issues 

involving doctrine or public disagreement with Church teachings.  In such cases there 

is no due process.  The accused person is investigated and penalized often before he 

or she even knows there has been a question or an investigation. 

95. The Vatican has operated in a radically different manner with regard to cases of 

known sexual violation of children throughout the world.  No bishop has ever been 

questioned, much less prosecuted, for sexual abuse himself or for aiding and abetting 

sexual abuse by priests under his authority. 

96. In such cases the Vatican has unofficially urged bishops not to report priests who have 

sexually abused children to law enforcement authorities (see, e.g., the recent address by 

the Prime Minister of Ireland to the Irish Parliament). The Vatican has followed a 

policy of distancing itself from bishops who have had problems with sexually abusing 

priests with the justification that this is a bishop’s problem and not a Vatican problem.  

In other words, it has arbitrarily chosen when to directly intervene and when to ignore a 

case. It has directly intervened in cases when its dogma or authority is questioned and  

 



intentionally neglected to intervene in cases involving he criminal behavior of bishops 
and priests which brought about the sexual violation of minor children., 

September 11m 2011 

Vienna, VA 
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