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Author's Note

This book is a work of investigative nonfiction. Every case, institution, statistic, and quotation described in the chapters that follow is drawn from public record: grand jury reports, court filings and verdicts, government commissioned investigations, an institution's own published self examinations, and the reporting of journalists whose work is cited throughout. Nothing in this book has been invented, dramatized, or altered for narrative effect. Where a detail could not be independently verified across at least one primary or credible secondary source, it has been left out rather than assumed.

Readers should understand what this book is and is not attempting to do. It is not a comprehensive catalogue of every documented case of clergy or institutional abuse across every religious tradition and every country, a task that would require many volumes and that other researchers, cited throughout these pages, have undertaken with far greater specialization than any single book could offer. It is, instead, a close and connected examination of a specific set of extensively documented cases, chosen because each one, taken together with the others, reveals a common institutional pattern that recurs across denominations, governance structures, and countries with a consistency this book argues is not coincidental.

This book deliberately does not dwell on the graphic physical details of individual assaults. Survivors whose experiences inform this account deserve an examination of the institutions that failed them, not a retelling of their suffering for its own sake. Where specific facts about an assault are included, they appear because they are necessary to establish an institutional pattern, a method of concealment, or a legal finding, not because they add drama to the surrounding narrative.

A note on naming. Individuals who held positions of institutional authority, bishops, cardinals, denominational officials, are identified by name throughout this book, consistent with their appearance in the public record, court filings, and government investigations already cited. Survivors are identified by name only where they have themselves spoken publicly, testified in open court, or otherwise placed their account into the public record under their own name. Where a survivor's account appears in court filings or investigative reports under initials or anonymously, this book preserves that same anonymity.

Finally, a word on tone. The subject matter of this book is difficult by any measure. It concerns the sexual abuse of children and the sustained institutional effort, across multiple religious traditions and one prominent secular youth organization, to conceal that abuse rather than stop it. This book approaches that subject with the seriousness it demands, but it is also, deliberately, written to be read, because the record it documents deserves an audience wider than academic specialists and legal professionals alone. Understanding how these institutions failed, in specific, documented, and repeatable ways, is the necessary first step toward ensuring they do not fail the same way again.


Introduction

Every institution examined in this book made the same essential choice, over and over, across decades and continents: when faced with credible evidence that a person in a position of trust had sexually abused a child, the institution chose to protect itself first. Not always through active malice. Often through a slower, more mundane failure: a preference for internal handling over external reporting, a faith in redemption and treatment over removal and accountability, a reluctance to believe that someone who had devoted their life to religious service could also be capable of profound harm, and beneath all of it, a calculation, rarely stated outright but consistently evident in the documentary record, that the institution's reputation and continuity mattered more than any single child's safety.

This book traces that choice across six major institutional case studies: the Catholic Archdiocese of Boston, whose 2002 exposure by The Boston Globe's Spotlight investigative team opened the modern era of institutional accountability; the statewide Pennsylvania grand jury investigation that gave the underlying pattern of concealment a name, the playbook, still used today; the Vatican's own extraordinary self investigation into Cardinal Theodore McCarrick, the most senior Catholic official ever formally removed from the priesthood as a direct consequence of documented sexual misconduct; the Southern Baptist Convention's Executive Committee, whose secret internal list of accused ministers stood in direct contradiction to the denomination's public claim that it possessed no authority to track or address abuse within its member congregations; the Jehovah's Witnesses' Watchtower organization, whose two witness evidentiary rule functioned, for the specific crime of child sexual abuse, as a near total structural barrier to internal accountability; and the Boy Scouts of America, whose bankruptcy produced the largest sexual abuse settlement in American legal history and whose confidential perversion files demonstrate that the underlying pattern this book documents is not unique to religious institutions at all.

Beyond these six central case studies, this book examines the empirical record established by the John Jay College studies, the most rigorously documented academic accounting of institutional abuse anywhere in the world; the specific psychological mechanisms that explain why survivors so often delayed disclosure for decades; the American legal reform movement that has, unevenly and incompletely, begun to give survivors a viable path to accountability regardless of how long institutional concealment succeeded in delaying disclosure; the financial architecture of settlements, bankruptcies, and compensation trusts through which that accountability has ultimately been resolved; Australia's Royal Commission, the most comprehensive cross institutional investigation ever conducted anywhere in the world; and the specific reforms each institution has adopted since its own reckoning, reforms this book examines honestly, acknowledging genuine progress alongside genuine, still unaddressed gaps.

The argument this book ultimately makes is not that any single religious tradition is uniquely predisposed toward covering up abuse. The evidence assembled across these chapters points toward a different and, in some respects, more unsettling conclusion: that the specific mechanisms of concealment, euphemism in official records, internal rather than independent investigation, quiet reassignment rather than removal, non-reporting to civil authorities, and the selective invocation of doctrine or governance structure to justify inaction, recur with remarkable consistency across institutions as different in structure and theology as a centralized Catholic hierarchy answering to Rome, a congregational Baptist denomination built around local church autonomy, a tightly controlled Jehovah's Witness Governing Body, and a secular youth organization with no religious apparatus at all. The common denominator is not any particular faith. It is the underlying incentive structure of any institution granted broad, largely unsupervised authority over children, operating with minimal external accountability.

What follows is the documented record of how that incentive structure operated in practice, institution by institution, case by case, across more than seventy years and two continents, and what it took, in every single instance examined in this book, to finally force the truth into public view.


CHAPTER 1

Boston, Massachusetts, 1984 to 2002


	The File in the Basement

On a December afternoon in 1984, a letter arrived on the desk of the newly installed Archbishop of Boston. It came from one of his own auxiliary bishops, a man named John D'Arcy, and it concerned a priest the archdiocese had just reassigned to a parish called St. Julia's in the town of Weston. The letter was polite in the way that internal church correspondence tended to be polite, full of careful phrases and procedural deference, but its substance was not polite at all. Bishop D'Arcy was registering an objection. He had reviewed the file on the priest in question and found in it a documented history of what the file itself called homosexual involvement with young boys. He did not think this man should be entrusted with a parish that included three youth groups and an altar boy program. He put his objection in writing because he wanted there to be a record of it.

The archbishop who received that letter was Bernard Francis Law, and the priest under discussion was John J. Geoghan. Within a week of D'Arcy's letter, two physicians had cleared Geoghan for parish duty. One declared him fully recovered. The other found no psychiatric contraindications to his work as a parish priest. Geoghan took up his post at St. Julia's in November of 1984 and remained there, with one interruption for medical leave, until 1993. During those years, by the time investigators were finished counting, he molested or raped more than one hundred and thirty children, the overwhelming majority of them boys, several as young as four years old.

This is not a story that begins with Geoghan, and it does not end with him either. He matters because his file became the crack through which a much larger structure became visible. For nearly two decades, what happened to him and the dozens of children in his path remained inside the closed system that the Archdiocese of Boston had built for exactly this purpose, a system of transfer, treatment, and silence that asked nothing of the public and answered to no one outside the chancery. Understanding how that system worked, who built it, who maintained it, and what finally broke it open is the purpose of this book. Geoghan is where the public record begins, so it is where this account begins as well.


	A Pattern Older Than One Priest

Geoghan was ordained in 1962. Complaints about his conduct with children reached his superiors as early as 1968, when a relative of three nephews he had been entrusted to babysit reported that he had been molesting them for years. The response, consistent with a pattern that would repeat for the next three decades, was not removal from ministry but reassignment. He moved from parish to parish across the Boston area, a half dozen of them in total, and at nearly every stop the same sequence unfolded. A family would report abuse. A bishop or monsignor would receive the report. A period of medical leave would follow, often a stay at one of the church's own treatment facilities for troubled clergy. A physician affiliated with the church, sometimes more than one, would issue a letter clearing him to return. And he would be sent to a new parish, where the families and the pastor receiving him were told nothing of what had come before.

In 1980, after admitting that he had molested seven boys from a single extended family in the Jamaica Plain section of Boston, an internal church record characterized his conduct as not serious. Two years later, the aunt of those same seven boys wrote directly to Law's predecessor, Cardinal Humberto Medeiros, expressing her disbelief that a church to which she remained devoted would give Geoghan another chance. He was given another chance. He was given several more after that.

What makes the Geoghan file extraordinary is not that it documents an unusually depraved individual, although by any measure it does that. What makes it extraordinary is how completely ordinary the institutional response was within the world the church had built for itself. No one who handled Geoghan's case across three different cardinals' tenures appears to have asked the question that would occur immediately to anyone outside that closed system: why does this priest keep generating the same complaint, in parish after parish, for thirty years, and why does the diocese keep solving the problem by moving him rather than removing him.


	The Lawyer Who Would Not Let Go

The system held for as long as it did because it had no external pressure point. Court records were sealed by routine motion. Settlements came with confidentiality clauses attached as a matter of course. Victims, many of them molested as small children and reluctant for reasons that will be explored at length in the chapters ahead, often did not come forward until decades later, if they came forward at all. The institution that had harmed them was also, in many cities, the institution that ran their children's schools, performed their parents' funerals, and commanded the loyalty of police officers, judges, and elected officials who had been raised within it. Breaking that system required someone willing to spend years working against it with no guarantee of success.

That person, in the Geoghan case, was a Boston attorney named Mitchell Garabedian, who began filing civil suits on behalf of Geoghan's victims in the mid-1990s. Garabedian petitioned the courts for access to the archdiocese's internal personnel files on Geoghan, arguing that the pattern of complaints and transfers could not be understood without them. The church's lawyers resisted, citing privacy and the sanctity of ecclesiastical personnel matters, and for years the resistance worked. Then, in the course of legal proceedings in the summer of 2001, Cardinal Law made an admission under oath that would prove impossible to walk back. He acknowledged that he had known of accusations against Geoghan as early as 1984, his first year leading the archdiocese, and that he had approved Geoghan's transfer to St. Julia's anyway.

That admission reached a newspaper editor who had arrived in Boston only weeks earlier and who had not grown up inside the city's deep and complicated relationship with the Catholic Church. His name was Martin Baron, and he had just taken over as editor of The Boston Globe. A columnist on his staff, Eileen McNamara, had recently published a piece raising the unanswered question of what church superiors had known about a different accused priest. The public, she wrote, had no way of knowing, because the relevant court records were sealed. Baron read the column, walked to McNamara's desk, and asked a question that would change the trajectory of the entire global institution: why don't we find out.


	Spotlight

The Boston Globe maintained an investigative unit called Spotlight, a small team that worked on a single story for months at a time rather than turning daily copy. Baron assigned the team, led by editor Walter Robinson and including reporters Michael Rezendes, Sacha Pfeiffer, and Matt Carroll, to determine what the archdiocese's leadership had known about Geoghan and when. The team's early conversations led them to Garabedian, who told them what he had been arguing in court for years: that the church had been quietly settling abuse claims against dozens of priests, not just Geoghan, and binding the victims to silence as a condition of payment.

What the Spotlight team initially expected was a story about a dozen or so cases. What the unsealed court documents eventually revealed, once Judge Constance Sweeney ordered the archdiocese to turn them over in late 2001, was a paper trail running back decades and touching the desks of three successive cardinals. Among the documents was the 1984 letter from Bishop D'Arcy to Cardinal Law, the one warning against returning Geoghan to ministry. When Rezendes read it, he understood immediately what it meant. The hierarchy had not been ignorant of Geoghan's history. They had been told, in writing, by one of their own bishops, and they had proceeded regardless.

The first installment of the Spotlight investigation ran on January 6, 2002, under the headline Church Allowed Abuse by Priest for Years. It detailed the Geoghan case in full and laid out, with documentary support that had never before been made public, the chronology of transfers and clearances that had kept him in active ministry for more than two decades after the first known complaint. A second installment ran the following day. By the end of January, a follow-up piece, drawing on court filings rather than the newly unsealed archive, established that the archdiocese had quietly settled abuse claims against at least seventy priests, not one.

The number seventy did for the public what no single case could have done. It reframed Geoghan from an aberration into a symptom. If seventy priests in one archdiocese had generated confidential settlements, the problem could not be explained by reference to one disturbed individual or one negligent supervisor. It pointed instead to a structure, a set of standing practices that the institution had developed over years to manage exactly this kind of liability while keeping it out of public view. The Globe would go on to publish roughly six hundred stories on the subject by the end of 2002 alone, and continue reporting for more than a year beyond that, eventually winning the Pulitzer Prize for Public Service in 2003.


	What the Documents Showed

The unsealed files did more than confirm that abuse had occurred. They exposed the internal vocabulary and bureaucratic machinery the archdiocese had developed to process it. Complaints were not described in the files as crimes but as problems, incidents, or boundary issues. Treatment at church-affiliated psychiatric facilities was treated as a sufficient response in itself, regardless of whether the underlying compulsion had been addressed, and regardless of whether civil authorities had ever been notified. Reassignment letters to new pastors made no mention of the reason a priest was being transferred, leaving the receiving parish blind to the risk it was inheriting. And running beneath all of it was a financial logic: settlements were structured, sized, and conditioned on confidentiality in a way that functioned less like compensation for harm and more like the purchase of silence.

It would take a separate set of investigators, working through a different but related case eighteen years later in Pennsylvania, to give that machinery a name that would stick in the public imagination. They called it a playbook. That term, and the seven specific practices it described, will be examined in detail in the chapter that follows, because the practices the Pennsylvania grand jury identified were not unique to Pennsylvania. They were, with remarkable consistency, the same practices visible in the Boston files, and as later chapters will show, in dioceses across the country and in religious institutions far beyond the Catholic Church.

Holy shit, they knew, and they let it happen.

Reporter Michael Rezendes, on first reading Bishop D'Arcy's 1984 letter to Cardinal Law


	The Reckoning

The public response to the Spotlight series was immediate and it did not subside. Within weeks, the archdiocese faced a wave of new lawsuits from victims who had never previously come forward, some decades removed from the abuse they had endured, finally willing to speak because the newspaper's reporting had demonstrated that the institution's denials could no longer hold. Voice of the Faithful, a lay advocacy group formed in direct response to the revelations, grew within months into a national organization with tens of thousands of members demanding structural reform. Catholics who had spent their entire lives defending the church found themselves unable to defend what the documents showed.

Cardinal Law's position became untenable over the course of the year. In December 2002, more than fifty priests of his own archdiocese signed a letter declaring no confidence in his leadership and calling on him to resign. He submitted his resignation to Pope John Paul II on December 13, 2002, and it was accepted. In a public statement, Law said that to all those who had suffered from his shortcomings and mistakes, he both apologized and begged forgiveness. He then relocated to Rome, where he was given a senior post as archpriest of the Basilica of




	Why Boston, Why Then





	The Number That Would Not Stay Contained





	The Team Behind the Story





	The City That Almost Did Not Want to Know



