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Introduction 

This Parliamentary Inquiry is dealing with very sensitive and difficult issues in addressing the 

interface between spirituality, sexuality and deviance. Each of us has a sexual history, and each of us 

brings to this Inquiry our own on-going sexual scripts as well as our own ethical values. In the 

emerging post-secular world, on a global scale we live in a very religious world and research 

continues to demonstrate that religion, on balance, adds to personal well-being and national social 

wealth, including in Australia (see Cahill, Bouma, Dellal & Leahy 2004).  

But fundamentalisms and pathologies can erupt in religious organizations. As is usually the case with 

any complex issue, social science research has taken some time to understand the causes but I think 

that substantial progress has been made in the last 4 – 5 years regarding child sexual abuse by male 

religious officials. It is instructive that the best research studies on clerical sexual abuse have been 

done by women, usually psychotherapists who have worked clinically with the abusing Catholic 

priests (e.g. Fontes & Plummer 2010; Keenan 2012; Winstrip, Straker & Robinson 2011). Let us 

begin by looking at multifaith Victoria. 

The Reality of Multifaith Victoria 

Whilst the increased secularism of the Australian population has been recently highlighted with the 

release of the initial 2011 census results, in fact the journalists have got right only half the story. One 

in fourteen Australians belongs to a religion other than Christian, heavily concentrated in the Sydney-

Canberra-Melbourne triangle, with temples, mosques, synagogues and gurdwaras now dotting the 

Australian landscape.  

In the State of Victoria, the figure is about one in eleven with an increase of 68.46 per cent in the four 

major non-Christian religions over the 2001 – 2011 ten-year period with significant increases in each 

– Buddhism (+51.25%), Hinduism (+241.74%), Islam (+67.73%) and Judaism (+17.65%). Victoria 

has become more religious but religious in a different way.  

In response to your written request to examine the cultural and multifaith dimensions of clerical 

sexual abuse, I want to move beyond my original submission by examining the links between child 

sexual abuse and the major religious traditions and ending with comments on the interface with 

cultural and religious core values in regard to disclosure. 



 

2 
 

Child Sexual Abuse in Cultural and Religious Contexts 

Child sexual abuse has existed in all ages and in all cultures and in all religions, invariably shrouded 

in secrecy and silence and characterized by inadequate responses by religious authorities determined 

to keep their faith‟s reputation pristine and irreproachable in a religiously competitive market. All 

religious traditions have been aware, and remain aware of it as the Roman Catholic noli tangere rule 

in its seminaries attest.  

Yet all the major religious traditions without equivocation condemn child sexual abuse. Child sexual 

abuse also is invariably embedded in other practices such as child prostitution, child labour, child 

soldiers, the trafficking of young males and females and child kidnapping which are not generally part 

of the Australian scene.  

But it is also embedded with issues such as migrant orphan children, teenage brides and the age of 

marriage. In today‟s Saudi Arabia, for example, there is no marriageable age, and it is common in its 

small rural and impoverished villages for 13 – 14 year old girls to be married and in the urban ages it 

is usually about 17 – 18 years of age. And it is well to remember that up until 1983 under the old 1917 

Catholic Code of Canon Law, a Catholic marriage celebrant could marry brides as young as 14. This 

was during an era until the 1960s in southern Europe where arranged marriages, marriages by proxy 

and marriages by abduction and rape were common.  

Of course, in Australia no priest or vicar or rabbi could ever perform marriages for 14 year old brides 

because of the civil law. Religious law must never be allowed to override civil law whether it is 

Catholic canon law or Islamic shari‟a law or Jewish religious law. Arranged and engineered marriages 

still occur in Australia, especially within the Indian Hindu community. As well, each year about 40 – 

50 17 year-old females enter Australia on prospective spouse visas as do hundreds of 18, 19 and 20 

year olds, mainly from Middle Eastern and South East Asian countries. 

The Buddhist Context 

Buddhism is Victoria‟s largest non-Christian religion with 168,637 followers. Like Christianity with 

its Christmas story, in the eyes of Buddhism all children are precious. However, across the world 

academic and public interest has focused on monks and young boys and on the sexual relationships 

between Buddhist masters and boys or young women on the misguided and distorted pretext that 

sexuality with the master can be utilized to achieve spiritual fulfilment (Simpkinson (1996) in Fogler 

et al. (2008)). In Buddhist thinking, all forms of sexuality and desire must be transcended in the quest 

for enlightenment.  

Its historians such as Professor Leonard Zwilling of the University of Wisconsin suggest that sex 

between Buddhist monks and boys has been an ongoing and damaging phenomenon for centuries in 

their monasteries, not least in China, Japan and Tibet. When caught, abusing monks are supposed to 

have been expelled from the sangha though this does not always happen (Zwilling 1992, 1999, 2001). 

In Thailand in December 2011, much coverage was given to one well-known Buddhist abbot who was 

imprisoned for 12 years whilst his accomplice suicided by drinking poison. Thailand‟s Centre for 

Child Violence reported that in 2010 there were almost 9,000 sexual assaults against children, an 

increase of 47 per cent over the previous year (Vate-U-Lan, personal communication, 2012). 

In recent months, Buddhist attention has focused on Sri Lanka where its Children‟s Affairs Minister 

has suggested that child abuse is rampant in Buddhist monasteries. In June 2012, the Sinhala Service 

of the BBC, in a report titled “Sri Lanka‟s Hidden Scourge of Religious Child Abuse”, reported that 
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over the last decade 110 monks have been charged, including a monk who had previously been a 

parliamentarian! In April 2012, a leading Singhalese monk was charged with abuse of a 10-year old 

girl in the late 1970s. When conviction does occur, sentences are light. The phenomenon, taboo in the 

social and religious context of Sri Lanka, rarely receives public attention. Concerns have been 

expressed about the thousands of young Singhalese Buddhist children who attend temples as novices 

and helpers. In the Buddhist diaspora, recently in the State of New York, there have been issues both 

in a Japanese Buddhist monastery and at the Wat Dhammaram Theravada temple in Chicago. 

In the Australian context, there seem to be no formal studies. Anecdotal evidence within the 

Vietnamese community speaks about the rape several decades ago of female refugees not just by the 

infamous Thai pirates but on some occasions by Buddhist monks in Thai and Cambodian monasteries 

which were providing haven for the escaping Vietnamese boat people. Concern has been expressed 

about some large monastic Buddhist communities in Australia (not Victoria) led by a Buddhist 

spiritual master with young male and female celibate monks but it must be stressed that there is 

absolutely no empirical evidence to underpin these concerns.  

The Hindu Context 

In India, the cradle of Hinduism, the recent context has been very interesting, especially the role of 

The Hindu, a Delhi daily newspaper in documenting and publicizing the issue. In May 2012, the 

Indian Parliament passed The Protection of Children from Sexual Offences Act, including legalizing 

consensual sex between 16 – 18 year olds. One respected health writer has described child sexual 

abuse as “India‟s time bomb”. The bill was especially triggered by a study in 13 states by the Indian 

Minister for Women and Child Development that found that 53 per cent of children claimed that they 

had been sexually exploited. The Indian debate has especially focused on the plight of street children.   

Regarding Hinduism outside India, in the U.S.A. early in 2012, a Hindu guru in charge of an ashram 

in Texas was sentenced to 14 years jail for child molestation. And several weeks ago in September 

2012, in the State of Washington, a Hindu man who had made false allegations against his spiritual 

teacher was convicted on multiple accounts of child molestation. Here in Victoria, there are 83,138 

Hindus and within the Hindu monastic communities, there is credible anecdotal evidence brought to 

my attention of at least two child sexual abuse instances where the offending monk was shipped back 

to the home country. 

The Islamic Context 

In Islamic countries, Professor Youssef (1998) suggested that in Saudi Arabia up until the 1990s child 

abuse and neglect had been ignored as an issue despite its presence.  A Moroccan study (Alami & 

Kadri 2004) of a representative sample of females aged over 20 found that 9.2 per cent reported 

childhood sexual abuse. In a 2005 Turkish study of 1262 university students, 28 per cent reported at 

least one such instance (Eskin, Kaynak-Demir & Demir 2005). In Bahrain the criminal law stipulates 

that punishment of the sexual abuse of a girl under 14 is life imprisonment or death whereas for a boy 

under 14, the sentence is 10 years in prison. In a ten-year study at a Bahraini medical centre, 150 

cases of child abuse were treated of whom almost two thirds had been sexually abused, almost all by 

males and by persons trusted by the child (Al-Mahrous et al. 2005). In Indonesia, there have been 

issues with Islamic religious officials sexually and physically abusing students in village boarding 

schools known as pesantren. Here the point needs to be made that no strong tradition of monasticism 

or celibacy exists in Sunni or Shi‟a Islam. Mohammed was a polygamist, not a celibate.  
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In the U.K., Siddiqui (2006 quoted in Gilligan (2009)) in a Report to the Muslim Parliament of Great 

Britain suggested that “the Muslim community (in Great Britain) is at present in a state of denial – 

denial of the fact that child abuse takes place in places of worship including in mosques, madrasas 

(mosque schools) and families” (Gilligan 2009: 97). Issues of child sexual abuse have been found in 

South Asian Muslim families with disclosure being a major problem (Gilligan & Akhtar 2006). A 

significant U.S.A. study has focussed on domestic violence in Islamic polygamous families against 

wives by husbands and wives against co-wives, but not children (Hassouneh-Phillips 2001). In 

Australia there is some anecdotal evidence about the appearance of Muslim polygamous families over 

the last fifteen years. 

Hence, whilst remembering that child sexual abuse is always a crime, it might be helpful to see it as 

global health issue (Purvis & Joyce 2005) with clerical and monastic sexual abuse as a sub-theme 

within the broader issue.  

The Dysfunctional Climate of Celibate Caste Clericalism 

As I critically read the academic and other credible evidence from within Australia and across the 

world, it seems that systemic child sexual abuse within religious organizations is certainly present in 

the Roman Catholic Church as the global case study par excellence. It is also present in other faith 

traditions especially those with a celibacy tradition although to an unknown extent. Celibacy is not the 

direct cause as the majority of good priests and monks do not suffer celibate breakdowns and do not 

abuse children nor teenagers but only indirectly as it is the lynchpin of a caste clericalism.  However, 

for others, celibacy has led to sexual misconduct because celibacy for them has become a lifestyle 

impossible to live. 

As we cover this difficult cultural, religious and sexual terrain and as I interpret the research findings, 

the explanation both for clerical and monastic child sexual abuse itself and the deficient response by 

religious authorities lies seemingly in a multi-levelled and interwoven constellation of factors that to 

the greater extent they are present, the greater will be the risk of offending. The risk factors can be 

divided into three constellations:  

(A) The dispositional traits of the individual clerical or monastic offender  

 

The individual factors at play here were: 

 A significant level of adult emotional immaturity usually made worse by the 

seminary or monastery environment 

 A failure to have satisfactorily resolved their adult sexual identity, especially if gay, 

in a strongly anti-homosexual environment 

 Experience of physical and/or sexual abuse as a minor whether from family members 

or religious personnel 

 A high level of inner conflict and psychic distress in dealing with their strong sexual 

impulses 

 An over-identification with their sacred calling as monks or priests due to a lack of 

definition between their clerical identity and their personal male identity and a 

consequent lack of self-care 

 A legalistic, over-rationalized and ultimately unrealistic ethical framework devoid of 

a relational morality which led among other things to a serious depreciation of 

children as human persons 
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 Their willingness to use psychological and physical aggression to have their sexual 

needs satisfied 

 Feelings of intense personal loneliness and isolation combined with the lack of 

support (especially in the presbytery or monastery system) 

 A highly developed denial mechanism that minimized the impact, depersonalized the 

whole offending process and often did not see it as a breach of celibacy 

 An almost total lack of supervised behaviour by superiors with a resultant lack of 

personal accountability and transparency 

 A strong feeling of alienation from superiors such as bishops or abbots with little 

contact or in-depth communication 

 

(B) The organizational culture of caste clericalism within an overtly sexualized society  

 

The organizational factors that seem to have nurtured sexual abuse by its own celibate priests, 

brothers and monks were: 

 A hierarchical and masculine culture of unquestioning obedience and silencing of 

dissent where truth cannot speak to power in love 

 A culture characterized by  a lack of openness and transparency in appointments at all 

organizational levels made with an unhealthy secretiveness that has led to alienation 

 A culture of religious elitism that considers itself to have religious superiority and to 

belong to a clerical or monastic caste where separateness generates passivity and lay 

dependence 

 A theology of celibate and lay sexuality based upon an idealistic and over-

intellectualized anthropology that is too focussed on the procreative couple 

 A praxis of priesthood in the contemporary world not reflecting ecclesial diversity 

and still largely based on the geographical model of the village or paese and needing 

to be thoroughly rethought and  repositioned 

  

(C) Situational access to children and teenagers within enclosed groups and institutions 

No clerical or monastic sex abuser can abuse a child or a teenager unless they have the 

opportunity and access to a child whether in a family context or in other enclosed contexts 

such as a school (especially boarding schools), altar boys‟ sodalities, children‟s residential 

homes, major or minor seminaries, monasteries, youth agencies etc. Significant trust can be 

placed by unsuspecting others in the abuser who can operate in secret. 

Towards the end of her groundbreaking book, Dr Keenan summarizes her findings about Catholic 

clerical abusers whom she had interviewed in depth, “All the men who participated in my research 

tried to remain good and faithful priests as they lived in a battlefield of opposing forces of denied 

sexuality, emotional need, learned rationality, and intellectualization of physical, sexual, and 

emotional life. When the numerous strategies employed to resolve this war failed, including a spiritual 

and prayer life of surrender to and belief in God, the men in my research engaged in a complex web of 

psychological and moral bargaining, built on a rigid adherence to rules and regulations, untouched by 

human love, to justify “stealing” sex from children, making children the sacrificial lambs in the 

continuance of this performance of priesthood. In choosing children and young people as sexual and 

emotional “partners” in some instances, and opportunistically for sex in others, the public image of 

celibate priesthood or religious brotherhood remained intact, priesthood was preserved, the private 
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emotional and sexual turmoil was temporarily settled, as silence was guaranteed by the “voiceless” 

and in some cases “unaware” children.  

“Such an approach to life found a way to prevail within a gendered culture of institutional hypocrisy 

and secrecy. In such a climate of institutional denial there was inadequate preparation for clerical 

power and its moral limits, inadequate support in living the celibate life and inadequate vocational 

supervision and accountability. When the children began to speak out and the public persons and the 

private worlds of the perpetrators collided, only then did many of the clerical perpetrators surrender to 

the impossibility of their conflicted lives. When the adult children began to speak through the help of 

the media, only then did the institutionalized Church begin to really listen. The institutional Church 

has yet to address the necessary institutional and structural issues that the sexual abuse crisis has 

brought to the surface” (Keenan 2012: 256 – 257). 

Child Sexual Abuse within the Catholic Church 

As I have outlined in my submission, it is disappointing that in the various recent statements of the 

Victorian dioceses and Sydney Catholic archdiocese the issue is not named as a male, not a female, 

issue. And it is quite disappointing that senior Catholic Church leaders not just in Australia but 

worldwide have been making many “mea maxima culpa” statements though, to their credit,  putting in 

place since the mid-1990s positive in-house mechanisms to deal with the issue of clerical sexual abuse 

of minors. But this in-house element is part of the problem. Lastly and most importantly, at no stage 

in any of their statements is there a consideration of “why” – why has systemic clerical abuse 

happened? 

Regarding my submission, I remain comfortable with my statistical analysis that in the years between 

1940 and 2010 for those priests ordained from Corpus Christi College, the diocesan training centre for 

Victorian and Tasmanian priests, between 1940 and 1972, at least one in 20 diocesan priests became 

child sexual abusers. This squares with the huge John Jay study in the USA (John Jay Center 2004, 

2006, 2011; Terry 2008). The incidence is much higher than in the general population and much 

higher than for any other professional group, and their profile is different from other child sex 

offenders (Piquero 2008). This incidence must be regarded as the minimal for two reasons: (1)  the 

2010 statement of Archbishop Denis Hart refers to 60 cases, many more than my figures, but it is 

unclear whether this includes sexual misconduct with young adults. (2) a University of Sydney study 

by psychotherapists who had counselled abusing priests and brothers states that many of their 

counselees had not been formally charged (Winship, Straker & Robinson 2011).  

Having said this, I think we should be very solicitous of the very strong majority of non-abusing 

Catholic priests whose reputations have been tainted and besmirched by association with their abusing 

colleagues. We should also be very solicitous of those priests who have been wrongly accused of 

sexual misconduct because complainants are psychologically disturbed or vexatious or fraudulent. 

Why Has Clerical Sexual Abuse Occurred in the Roman Catholic Church? 

Catholics are by far the largest religious group in the Victorian population (27.93%), and thus for that 

very reason the Catholic context warrants special attention. In my submission, I have argued three 

basic points:  

1. Clerical sexual abuse of minors is an historical, worldwide and systemic issue within  the 

Latin rite Catholicism which has historically shown scant regard for the child and 

teenage victims 
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2. The episcopal leadership of the Catholic Church is incapable of itself to take the 

systemic steps to resolve the issues, handicapped by a culture of caste clericalism and 

inappropriate theologies of priesthood and of sexuality to act as a self-correcting 

institution  

 

3. The State government of Victoria is required to intervene in the practices, policies and 

protocols of the Catholic Church and other religious bodies in accordance with the 

parameters of the ICCPR’s Article 18 (paras. 3 and 4)  

 

To put it bluntly, the Catholic Church is in a holy and unholy mess except in these areas where 

religious sisters and Catholic lay people are in charge, namely, its schools, hospitals, hospices, 

programs for the homeless and unfortunate, welfare agencies and so on. There has to be a circuit 

breaker. The Catholic bishops, whilst battling manfully with the phenomenon, only partially 

understand.  

Tragically episcopal competence has markedly declined in the last three decades with the flight back 

into a restorationist traditionalism. The contemporary reality within the Catholic Church today is that 

no new bishop will be appointed unless he is opposed to (i) solitary sex as a gravely sinful act 

deserving of eternal damnation (ii) artificial contraception as articulated in Humanae Vitae (iii) 

abortion in every circumstance (iv) all homosexual acts and same-sex families (v) in vitro fertilization 

in any form and (vi) female ordination. This is ensuring that caste clericalism will continue to be 

reinforced unless Catholic laypeople led by their Catholic politicians are given the space to address 

the underlying issues. 

It is also important to ask why there has been a decline in clerical child sex abuse since the 1980s 

since this is now being used as a defence that the problem is under control after the discrediting of the 

“rotten apples” theory (White & Terry 2008) and then the false “homosexuality-as-cause” theory and 

then the bungled defence that it is no worse than in other professional groups. To me there are eight 

reasons for the decline: (i) the social visibility given to the issue since about 1983 (ii) the better child 

protection mechanisms we now have in place (iii) the greater vigilance of Catholic parents and 

Church workers generally (iv) the lessening number of priests over the past four decades (v) the 

resignation of many priests from the clerical life  to enter marriage or same-sex relationships (vi) the 

almost total collapse of the altar boy system (vii) the closure of almost all Catholic boarding schools 

and (viii) the lessened interaction of Catholic priests with their Catholic schools as schools have 

become more professionalized.  

Then the question becomes:  is the phenomenon likely to re-appear and increase in the short- or long 

term? My answer is a guarded yes – yes, it will re-appear after several decades when the current crisis 

has receded into the past because the underlying issue of celibate caste clericalism has not been 

addressed – in fact, there are definite signs it is returning. 

Developing a Governance Strategy to Combat Clerical and Monastic Child Abuse 

As outlined in my submission, intervention is required. My recommendation is to develop a 

preventive strategy based around the Victorian Minister for Community Services, this Family and 

Community Development Committee, the Office of the Child Safety Commissioner and the formation 

of an Eminent Catholics‟ Task Force. In addition to my recommendations in my submission, I want to 
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suggest additional recommendations in light of my comments on religious groups other than Christian 

(see the appendix attached to the written version of this address for a revised set of recommendations).  

Governance is made difficult by the very different structures in religious traditions with Roman 

Catholicism at one end of the spectrum and the Buddhist and Hindu traditions with their very loose 

authority structures towards the opposite end of the spectrum. In Victoria, the Buddhist and, to a 

lesser extent since 2009, the Hindu groups have not been very cohesive and lack strong central 

authorities.  

In developing a strategy, it would be in my view a mistake to be narrowly focused on child sexual 

abuse as required by the parliamentary terms of reference without being mindful of other issues, some 

on the public agenda, others not so. I prefer to see religious organizations in association or partnership 

with government working for the common good of social cohesion and interreligious harmony against 

all forms of abuse and violence and ensuring human security. These other issues include: 

 The role of religious leadership in countering domestic violence, including marital rape, 

particularly the religious argument that a husband has a right to his wife‟s body at any time 

 

 The role of religious leadership in maintaining Australia‟s commitment to monogamy rather 

than bigamous or polygamous families as is emerging in Australia and the U.S.A. according 

to the anecdotal and empirical evidence 

 

 The role of religious leadership in proactively countering the cultural (not religious) practice 

of female genital mutilation amongst recently arrived immigrant and refugee groups 

 

 The role of religious leadership in ensuring that they themselves, especially those being 

imported into Australia under the immigration category of religious personnel, are educated to 

act appropriately and sensitively in a multifaith society 

 

 The role of religious leadership in developing deradicalization programs in countering 

religiously inspired violence 

 

 The role of religious leadership on combatting internet sex offenders and cyber sex crimes 

which are increasing at an exponential rate 

 

 The role of religious leaders in the re-integration of religious sex offenders after the 

completion of their custodial sentence 

Developing Additional Cohesive Strategies 

Whilst my initial submission was focussed on the Catholic Church, my multifaith approach in this 

presentation to this Inquiry necessitates making three additional recommendations. 

1. The establishment of a  government registration system of religious and spiritual 

personnel working in the State of Victoria 

 

In the interests of good governance, it would be an advance if there existed a public listing of 

all persons who work for the religious groups formally registered under the Commonwealth 

marriage celebrants‟ regulations as well as those who give spiritual direction and counselling 
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as a way of tracking changing patterns, for purposes of auditing for educational qualifications, 

Working with Children checks etc.  and as a basis for the systematic delivery for educational 

and training programs  

 

2. A regular government monitoring of the education and training of all religious 

personnel 

 

Education is the key to overcoming the issues associated with child sexual abuse and other 

issues. This recommendation is designed to ensure quality pre-service and in-service training 

of religious and spiritual personnel of all religious traditions is adequate and professional, 

especially those who have recently arrived in Australia whether on a permanent residency or 

long-term temporary visa and especially those who work as school chaplains. 

 

3. Liaison with the Commonwealth Department of Immigration and Citizenship regarding 

the conditions of entry for those admitted to Australia under the ‘religious personnel’ 

category 

 

Research (cf. Cahill, Bouma, Dallal & Leahy 2004) has reflected concern about the capacity 

of newly arriving religious personnel to give community leadership in a religiously pluralist 

country and about their proficiency in English in order to interact with mainstream Australia 

and other religious leaders. Concern has focussed on Buddhist monks, Muslim imams and, to 

a lesser extent, Catholic migrant chaplains. 

 

4. The establishment at the national level of an Australian Religious and Interreligious 

Council supported by a well-funded secretariat attached to the Department of the Prime 

Minister and Cabinet or the Department of Immigration and Citizenship 

 

To address the issues raised by this Parliamentary Inquiry and to deal with the national and 

transnational aspects of this and associated issues, Australia needs a multifaith council with a 

well-funded secretariat to ensure that Australia remains a socially cohesive and religiously 

harmonious society. The current Australian Partnership of Religious Organizations (APRO), 

chaired by Mr. Abd Malik, now receives no government funding. The development of a 

Parliamentary Friends of Interfaith chaired jointly by Senator Kate Lundy and Mr Gary 

Humphries has been a welcome development but more needs to be done. 

Cultural Core Values and Disclosure of Child Sexual Abuse 

One final issue concerns disclosure in the context of cultural and religious core values though the 

research literature is underdeveloped (Fontes & Plummer 2010). Many studies have drawn attention 

to the difficulty of disclosure of sexual abuse by a child or teenager, especially those from ethnic 

minority backgrounds. The first point to be made is linguistic. In immigrant and refugee families 

where language shift is occurring across to English in bilingual, perhaps trilingual, family linguistic 

environments, children and parents may not have sufficient fluency or even the vocabulary items for 

parts of the body in the first or second language to be able to properly communicate.  

Disclosure is difficult in all cultural contexts, but it is particularly so in shame cultures in which  many 

of our immigrants were raised and where cultural and religious taboos surrounding sexuality inhibit 

disclosure and subsequent intervention by their parents, their community leaders and police. Issues 

such as shame, taboos and modesty, sexual scripts, virginity, women‟s status. obligatory violence 
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(such as honour killings), honour, respect and patriarchalism may silence disclosure (Fontes & 

Plummer 2010). 

Whilst we must be extremely careful in over-generalizing and stereotyping in this area of cultural 

systems, in shame, collectivist cultures as distinct from guilt, individualist cultures, made more 

complex by the probable shift in values in the process of acculturation and integration, let us look at 

some core values drawn from different cultural traditions which manifest themselves in shame 

cultures though in different ways, and often reinforced unhealthily by religious protocols.  

One is filial piety in Buddhist and Confucian heritage cultures such as Chinese, Japanese and 

Vietnamese which requires the honouring of older male relatives with specific cultural norms about 

the superiority of masculinity. Filial piety has its counterparts in other cultural systems. Believers in 

reincarnation may believe that child sexual abuse is karmic retribution for sinful actions committed in 

a previous existence (Luo 2000). Latin Catholic culture might see it as a cross to be borne by way of 

passive resignation.  The other connected core value is family honour or family image as seen in the 

southern Italian notion of the bella figura (lit. beautiful figure) which must be protected at all costs. A 

family‟s possibly ruined reputation is a reporting cost too great for many families to bear, even being 

shunned by their family or community. In South Asian Muslim communities, core values are focussed 

on izzat or honour, not so much as to do what is honourable but in terms of community standing 

(Gilligan & Ahktar 2006) 

In all shame cultures, underpinning most of this is the great emphasis on female virginity, sometimes 

known as hymen worship. A young female becomes of less value, even unmarriageable, if it is known 

she has been abused. This is part of a sexual battlefield in which men are presumed not to be in 

control of their sexual impulses whereas girls are educated to keep their legs closed, to hide their 

bodies and avoid arousing men. An Indian study found the following reasons for girls not disclosing: 

wanting to forget, fearing what people would think, self-blame, distrust, minimizing its importance, 

feeling guilty for experiencing pleasure, fearing being disbelieved, feeling she had been a willing 

participant, threats and bribes and feeling confused or not knowing whom to tell (Gupta & Ailawadi 

(2005) quoted in Fontes & Plummer 2010). At the same time on the reverse side of the ledger, as 

Fontes and Plummer (2010) point out, in such cultures there are protective factors such as intolerance 

of adult sexual practices with children, a high value placed in women and children, extended family 

supervision of children, close relationships between children and parents, the lower rate of family 

breakdown and views of children as nonsexual beings. 

In conclusion, Madam Chair, your greatest temptation is to do nothing except for some window-

dressing recommendations. If your parliamentary committee does its job only half-well, it is an 

unfortunate reality that as a result of this Inquiry some senior people should end up in jail for 

dereliction of duty but they must be treated with understanding and compassion. There will be an 

outcry about religious freedom. But children matter; abused children matter very much and their 

mothers‟ cries are beseeching heaven.  
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APPENDIX: 

LIST of RECOMMENDATIONS (revised) 

This submission would envisage, under the auspices of the Minister for Community Services, 

four implementing and monitoring agencies as public administration instruments for 

implementing any integrated strategy, namely 

 

1. The Victorian Minister for Community Services who will have responsibility for the 

overall strategy, including legislative and regulatory changes together with coordination 

and consultation with her Federal and State/Territory ministerial counterparts 

 

2. The Family and Community Development Committee of the Parliament of Victoria, as 

a joint bipartisan parliamentary committee, which will be the central body in the 

implementation and monitoring roles and reporting directly to Parliament on an annual 

basis for the next five years.  

 

3. The Office of the Child Safety Commissioner who provides advice to both the Minister 

for Community Services and the Minister for Children on issues impacting on the lives of 

children, in particular vulnerable children. According to its website, “it is achieved 

through listening to children, advocating on their behalf, being impartial, leading on 

child-safe practices, acting with integrity, and being held accountable”.  It is suggested 

that its charter and powers be extended for the purpose of the implementation of this 

strategy 

 

4. An Eminent Catholics Task Force to be appointed by the Victorian Government for a 

period of five years on the recommendations of the Family and Community Development 

Committee to work with the leadership of the Victorian and Australian Catholic Church 

in implementing the strategy and in both monitoring and reporting to the relevant 

Ministers and to the Victorian Parliament on the implementation of the Strategy. 

Suggested members of such a taskforce are given in Appendix Four. 

 The recommendations of this submission are: 

(a) That the Family and Community Development Committee request the Victoria Police 

investigate cases where senior  leaders in any religious group did not report to the 

policing authorities serious cases of child sexual abuse by religious personnel over whom 

they had administrative control and, where substantive evidence exists, the cases be 

referred to the Victorian Office of Public Prosecution 

 

(b) That the Family and Community Development Committee request the Victoria Police to 

investigate further allegations of child sexual assault and even more serious crimes in 

relation to clerical child sexual abuse 
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(c) That the Victorian Parliament immediately abrogate the exemption of marital status under 

the Victorian Equal Opportunity Act given to religious bodies and that marital status not 

be a bar to admission to any religious leadership rank 

 

(d) That the Family and Community Development Committee in association with the 

Victorian Equal Opportunity Commission conduct an investigation in abrogating the 

other exemptions under the Equal Opportunity Act in accordance with Article 18 of the 

Universal Declaration of Rights and Article 18 of the International Covenant of Civil and 

Political Rights 

 

(e) That the Victorian Minister for Community Affairs liaise with her federal and 

state/territory counterparts to adopt uniform legislative changes across Australia and to 

champion same or similar strategies as recommended 

 

(f) That the Victorian Minister for Community Affairs liaise with the international and/or 

national representatives of major religious bodies to advise them of the Victorian 

strategies to counter systemic sexual abuse of children in accordance with the Australian 

and Victorian constitutions and with the relevant international human rights conventions 

 

(g) That the Family and Community Development Committee report annually to the 

Parliament of Victoria on (i) the implementation of the strategies to counter systemic 

sexual and other abuse of minors by religious personnel (ii) the degree of cooperation and 

the series of initiatives introduced by religious organizations and (iii) recommendations of 

a legislative or regulatory or administrative nature to be introduced 

 

(h) That the Family and Community Development Committee in its report to the Parliament 

of Victoria acknowledge the major contributions religious groups make to Victoria, 

stating their admiration and support to all non-offending religious personal, also 

acknowledging the reality of false accusations 

 

(i) That the Family and Community Development Committee oversee the implementation of 

a strategy by religious organizations to care for in a professional manner those religious 

personnel falsely accused of sexual misconduct (see Appendix Four for the outlines of a 

suggested strategy) 

 

(j) That the Office of the Child Safety Commissioner conduct an audit of  training programs  

preparing religious personnel with a view to assessing their addressing of child sexual 

abuse and associated abuse and violence issues and of the Office itself delivering suitable 

educational and appropriately assessed modules addressing these issues 

 

(k) That all religious agencies and their umbrella bodies who are in receipt of government 

funds for whatever reasons be required to make public on an annual basis their financial 

statements, arrangements and budgets 

 

(l) The establishment of a  government registration system of religious and spiritual 

personnel working in the State of Victoria 
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(m) A regular government monitoring of the education and training of all religious personnel 

at the pre-service and in-service phases 

(n) Liaison be conducted with the Commonwealth Department of Immigration and 

Citizenship regarding the conditions of entry for those admitted to Australia under the 

„religious personnel‟ category 

 

(o) The establishment at the national level of an Australian Religious and Interreligious 

Council supported by a well-funded secretariat attached to with the Department of the 

Prime Minister and Cabinet or the Department of Immigration and Citizenship 

 

(p) In respect of the four Catholic dioceses in Victoria which jointly have the highest child 

sexual abuse incidence of all religious bodies and professional personnel, the Family and 

Community Development Committee working with the Eminent Catholics Task Force 

and in association with the Office of the Child Safety Commissioner work with Latin-rite 

Catholic Church authorities to implement the following measures: 

 

(1) That the 1996 internal mechanism established within the Catholic Archdiocese of 

Melbourne be dissolved and be replaced by a process under the direction of the 

Office of the Child Safety Commissioner 

 

(2) As a confidence-building gesture inactive married priestly ministers be immediately 

re-instated into active service with bi-ritual faculties, using the mechanism of the 

Personal Ordinariate of Our Lady of the Southern Cross under the provisions of 

Anglicorum Coetibus and based on the Czechoslovak precedent  

 

(3) That a strategic plan be developed to incorporate newly trained married men into the 

priestly ministry in the State of Victoria using the mechanism of the Personal 

Ordinariate of Our Lady of the Southern Cross under the papal provisions of 

Anglicorum Coetibus 

 

(4) That, as a confidence-building gesture, the third rite of penance of the Sacrament of 

Penance become the norm for a ten-year trail period instead of the first rite requiring 

private confession 

 

(5) That the Victorian Minister of Community Services consult and confer with the 

Apostolic Nuncio, the Australian Catholic Bishops Conference and the Conference of 

Religious Australia, advising them about the measures being taken and their 

implementation 

 

(6) That the four dioceses and all religious orders submit detailed plans on the assessment 

process of the  psychological suitability of priesthood candidates, both celibate and 

married. 

 

(7) That a diocesan synod be held in all four Victorian dioceses by July 30th, 2014, in 

association with the Eminent Catholics‟ Task Force, with the agenda to include (a) 

the theology of priestly ministry in the Victorian dioceses, including practice, policy 

and protocols and (b) a theology of Christian theology grounded on an empirically 

grounded anthropology 
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