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			When we are stripped down to a certain point, nothing leads anywhere any more, hope and despair are equally groundless, and the whole of life can be summed up in an image. A man’s work is nothing but this slow journey to rediscover through the detours of art those two or three great and simple images in whose presence his heart first opened.
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			In the Portico

			When I was perhaps five years old, I encountered a monk. My mother loved to tell the story. She did not pick up on its creepiness, but at an early age I did.

			We were standing in the so-called Rosary Portico of a monastery on the outskirts of Washington, D.C., where I grew up. Apart from sepia tone images encountered in movies or museums, what is a monastery today? Or a monk? Or, for that matter, a rosary? In the twentieth century, they were important to many of us, many more of us then than now. Today, in the twenty-first century, there are some good folks who keep votive candles lit in the alcoves of a few actual monasteries, but those figures can seem like curators of the past. Yet that was the world into which I was born, and I see now how strongly it shaped me.

			I began by loving every corner of the Catholic Church, monks and rosaries included, and the monastery is an image to which I return still, associated as it is with my mother and, therefore, with love. For many decades, the Catholic Church has been a pillar of my identity. That pillar is now cracked.

			
			The Rosary Portico, when I stood there with my mother decades ago, was the columned arcade that enclosed the cloister—the inner garden and courtyard—of the monastery. The monk who greeted us was a stout Franciscan, a member of a religious order founded in 1209 by Francis of Assisi, the saint of the poor. That iconic figure from the Middle Ages has currency now mainly because of the present pope, who has the poor in mind, too. Alas, the good Pope Francis, for all his works of mercy, lays bare the Church’s failure.

			The monk’s robe and the dangling beads that hung at his side had snagged my attention. My head did not quite reach the level of the white rope that encircled his ample waist. The rope, too, struck me because its draping vertical length was marked at intervals by three carefully placed knots. Then I noticed the sandals out of which his pudgy toes protruded. I’d never seen sandals on the bare feet of a grown-up man before. When my gaze lifted, I was transfixed by something else: The monk’s head was bald, and from the lower part of his face a slew of wispy gray tendrils hung—the first beard I’d ever seen. When I later learned it was called a goatee, I understood at once: I’d seen such facial hair on billy goats in my picture books.

			The man’s grin—moist lips, yellow teeth, dancing eyes—seemed odd but not frightening. A figure so unlike any I’d encountered before, he struck me as a sort of friendly ghost. At last I spoke. “Why,” I asked, “do you have hair on your chin but not on your head?”

			My mother yanked my arm disapprovingly, but she relaxed when the monk, joviality itself, laughed out loud. His hand, I recall, went to his shelflike stomach, a self-satisfied petting. He said, “Just call me Brother Upside Down.”

			
			I wasn’t sure what his remark meant, but I sensed that it pleased him to have made it. His other hand dropped to my head, the briefest caress.

			He and my mother laughed together then, exchanging glances above me. Since I had asked my question in earnest, I was mystified. What was so funny? I might have asked him why a man wears a dress. Or why that beaded necklace hung from his belt. Or, speaking of his belt, what was with that sash of white rope at his waist, with its knotted dangling end. I probably asked about the hair on his chin because that was only the last of several oddities to strike me.

			Soon enough, the incident became a chestnut of family lore—a yarn endlessly repeated in our house. For a long time, as I listened to my mother regaling friends and relatives with what I’d said, I failed to get the joke. But the story always put me in mind of the complications of the monastery moment—how my mother had instinctively reacted by rebuking me with that jerk of my arm before the brother’s laugh let her see my query not as the insult she’d feared it was, but as the bright quip of her charming five-year-old Jimmy. In an instant, I’d gone from being the object of reprimand to being a point of pride—a change in status that left me feeling uncertain about myself.

			But one thing was very clear from the first moment in the portico to the subsequent retellings: The power of the monk was absolute. He had power over my mother, and therefore over my own standing in her affection. My mother’s double-barreled reaction had taught me that my simplest words could have two meanings—one bad, the other good. And her reaction also taught me that the authority in charge of which meaning applied was the man in the brown robe.

			That made me wonder, Who is he? And why is Mom so ready to support him, to take her cue about me from him? My mother, of course, was a kind of deity to me, which made the moment a religious revelation. That she deferred to the figure in sandals meant he was even more exalted than she.

			
			I sensed that this higher status of his was a function of the place in which we were standing. Therefore, I was drawn not so much to the monk as to the enigmatic milieu from which I felt his power came. The Church. I never became a monk myself—not quite—but I was a monastery man from then on.

			It would be years before I was initiated into the mystery of the three vows a monk takes—poverty, chastity, obedience—symbolized, as I would learn, by the three knots in the man’s dangling cincture. But I had already grasped what was essential to the monk’s vocation. Surrendering every claim to the normal happiness of money, family, status, and mobility, the monk stakes everything on the existence of God—God understood as individualized, immediately available, and radically committed to those who call upon His name.

			The monk’s God was not the philosophical abstraction with which I would later wrestle—Aristotle’s Prime Mover, Thomas Aquinas’s being itself, Paul Tillich’s ultimate concern. Nor was the monk’s God the rarefied haze of goodwill in which I would eventually be tempted to lose myself, a woo-woo transcendent aura that forces no proposition, receives no petition, requires no obedience, but is vaguely thought to live benignly as the inner life of life itself. No, the monk’s God was a God who could number the few hairs on the monk’s head, know the monk’s name, require kindness, demand justice, offer salvation, uphold both the vast cosmos and the monk’s own pulse. A God who was a most intimate personal presence, to be compared, at that point in my life, only to a parent.

			I learned, well before having words for it, that the Catholic religion is a religion not of mystical union in which the self disappears into an ultimate quietude—Nirvana, as the Buddhist’s emptiness or the Hindu’s release from cycles of birth and death—but a religion of conscious relationship, in which one’s fulfillment comes from knowing and being known by the One who is radically apart, the source of everything. Not just known—but loved.

			
			If that loving Other does not exist—if that God does not exist—the vowed life of the monk, priest, or nun makes no sense. I got that. I intuited, even at age five, the radical thrill of the monk’s gamble, a roll of the dice on which his—or on which anyone’s—whole life is bet. For the first time, I saw God, even if indirectly, which is, of course, the only way it’s done. And having seen, I heard, too. I would not know what I’d heard until much later. I’d heard the whisper of a kind of call.

			So, yes, that brown-robed monk was, for me, the first of those “great and simple images” of which Albert Camus wrote, images in the presence of which my heart opened. The monk’s monastery was another. So was that string of beads at his waist, which I soon learned was the rosary for which the Rosary Portico where we stood was named.

			

			—

			Here at my desk in my home office now, I raise my eyes to the yellowing card that has been pinned to the wall above me for years, on which are printed the lines from Camus: “A man’s work is nothing but this slow journey to rediscover through the detours of art those two or three great and simple images in whose presence his heart first opened.”1 Circling back in memory, I am in a late stage of that journey, with the pillars of the Catholic Church crumbling on every side, shaking the very structure of the faith. Of my faith. Yet these images—monk, monastery, portico—still mark the way.

			The word “rosary” comes from a Latin word meaning “circle of roses,” the flowers that make us Catholics think of the mother of Jesus—the one we call Our Lady. We say our most important prayers to her, and we use the fifty beads of the rosary as a way of counting them. When, at age seven or so, I was given my own beads, I somehow knew, from then on, to think of myself as Catholic. I knew who God was, and I knew that I was His.

			
			From the gooseneck lamp here at my desk hangs a rosary to this day. That says something important about me, but so does the fact that, as I see now, I will not likely recite its prayers again. Still, the God I met in the Rosary Portico when I was five—the God I associate with love—remains the only God in whose presence my chastened heart can hope to open yet again. Whether it will or not is the question.

			In this book, I aim to tell three stories. One is a saga of history, of how the Catholic Church, from the days of the Roman Empire through the feudal Middle Ages, reinterpreted Scripture and the meaning of Jesus to become a bastion of male supremacy and theological doom, one empowering a clerical elite—priests—who became, for the believers, the self-serving gatekeepers of eternity.

			The second story tells of how the malignity of that clericalism has been laid bare in recent years by the scandal of priests sexually abusing children, while bishops have protected the predators instead of their victims—a deviance so deeply driven into the Catholic culture that not even the brave and charismatic Pope Francis has been able or willing to uproot it.

			And the third story is my own—how Jimmy, how I, became a priest; then a writer, and an op-ed columnist for The Boston Globe, even as that paper’s Spotlight team broke the Church’s sexual abuse scandal; and, finally, a shattered believer forced to confront the corruption at the heart of my faith.

			I have undertaken this work of history, memory, conscience, and identity—the deconstruction of a self—prompted by a crisis of faith that I see now has been long in coming. Yet a forthright grappling with one’s inner turmoil can itself be an opening to transcendence. This book, therefore, also aims to be the tribute that the excavation of one person’s quite particular consciousness pays to the experience that may be shared with others—an experience of the unseen world of faith and imagination that lies just beyond the ever-receding horizon of our longing.

			
			I was inextricably woven into my mother’s unarticulated sense of that world beyond: She made me an intimate sharer of her faith. Her unuttered prayers were answered when, as a young man, I entered the religious life of the Church and, after seven years in seminary, was ordained a priest. My priesthood, though, was caught up in the political and cultural typhoon of the 1960s and 1970s, and lasted only five years. From 1969 until 1974, I was the Catholic chaplain at Boston University, presiding over a modest bowfront student center called Newman House, which aimed to be a tranquil oasis for young people caught in the crush of a frightening time. Celebrating Mass was the crux of what I did each day. I was not that much older than the BU students I served, but they loved the calming still point of the Eucharist, and so did I.

			Ironically, the priestly ministry, in sponsoring my civil rights work and prompting my enlistment in the peace movement during the Vietnam War, made me a radical. Soon enough, I was in conflict with the conservative Catholic hierarchy, being called on the carpet over minor matters (not wearing the Roman collar) and major ones (what, actually, had I said in my sermon?). It only gradually dawned on me that there was a tragic flaw deep inside the institution to which I’d given my life, and that it had to do with the clerical culture I was part of—a decadence in the priesthood itself. My priesthood.

			The nub at the center of the notorious Roman Catholic sexual predation is an idolatry of the priest and of the priestly status that goes by the name of “clericalism.” It is a malignity marked by a cult of secrecy; a high-flown theological misogyny that demeans all women and fosters an unbridled male supremacy; a suppression of normal erotic desire; a hierarchical domination of priest over laypeople; and a basing of that power on threats of a doom-laden afterlife, drawn from a misreading of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. The inbuilt rank-obsession of the clerical system also thwarts the virtues of otherwise good priests, and perverts the message of selfless love that the Church was established to proclaim.

			
			Generating a neurotic pathology in many priests, and prompting many others to protect themselves and the institution instead of victims, clericalism, I will argue in this book, is both the root cause and the corrupter, the ongoing enabler of the present Catholic catastrophe. The priesthood itself is warped. Against such a sweeping indictment, defenders of the Church as it is insist that a distinction must be drawn between the still admirable priesthood and the degeneracy of those clergymen who have betrayed it.2 But by now it is clear that the entire milieu within which priests live and exercise ministry—its theology, aesthetic, lifestyle, heritage, values, and structure of authority—is the issue.

			Without remotely understanding its bite, I saw such clericalism up close. Indeed, I lived it. In the confessions I heard in the early seventies, young people were racked with guilt not because of authentic sinfulness, but by a Church-imposed sexual repressiveness I was expected to affirm. Just by celebrating those cozy Masses, I was also helping to enforce an unjust exclusion of women from equal membership in the Church. I valued the community life I shared with my fellow priests, but I sensed the crippling loneliness that, for many, was the flip side of the priestly fraternity, the insubstantial cronyism that the priesthood offered.

			In protest marches meant to question authority, it was my clerical status that gave my participation weight, and on the streets it was my fellow demonstrators who wanted me to be there because of my Roman collar. Yet in encounters with my Church superiors, I saw that submission was the virtue that counted most. My surrendering of my will was, theoretically, to God. In practice, it was only to the boss.

			
			I realized that the price of my idealized power as a priest was the actual powerlessness of an existential humiliation that went with my place: I was low, low down on the clerical pyramid that privileged the higher-ups—monsignors, bishops, archbishops, cardinals, and the pope. That sacred hierarchy established a pattern of kissing up and kicking down, with every priest, including me, licensed to regard the disempowered laity—especially women—with paternal condescension. Clericalism is the pyramid, a structure of domination that must be protected at all costs by everyone occupying a niche in it—which is why bishops and most priests so routinely shield the clerical abusers instead of their victims. The clerical pyramid is the predator’s safe house; the Church’s sanctuary is his sanctuary.

			That I soon enough quit the priesthood is part of what follows, but if I had stayed a priest, I see now, my faith, such as it was, would have been debased by the very same clericalism that drove me away.

			But this is far more than one man’s story, for Roman Catholicism has broken faith not only with its members but with the world. The ethical collapse of the Church must be seen in the context of the twenty-first century’s undermining of social cohesion everywhere: the hollowing out of journalism; the evaporation of civic movements; the broad discrediting of political authority; the unsettling of traditional norms of meaning before the onslaught of digital media, screen technologies, and artificial intelligence. Stressed by manifestations of white supremacy, predatory capitalism, nationalist populism, and mass migration, liberal democracy itself, so apparently ascendant at the end of the twentieth century, is undergoing a crisis of confidence. As if such cultural traumas were not enough, environmental degradation and a reignited nuclear arms race have brought the prospect of human self-extinction out of the realm of science fiction and into the province of the possible. The human condition itself is undergoing transformations that no one understands, much less controls.

			
			All of this was brought shockingly to the fore by the coronavirus pandemic that swept the world in 2020, just as I was finishing the writing of this book. The criminally inadequate responses to Covid-19 of many governments, especially the United States, not only led to the unnecessary deaths of tens of thousands, but also showed how essential human norms had already been betrayed.

			The Catholic Church’s upheaval is part of this large human problem, but the Church has made things worse for the world community with its twenty-first-century disqualification as a major center of moral value—what it had been, despite its failings, for two millennia.

			The Catholic Church was the soul of Christendom, and that positive legacy, too, was on display during the coronavirus pandemic. Something precious could be seen in the timeless figure of Pope Francis standing in the rain alone in the deserted St. Peter’s Square, an icon of suffering that spoke to and for the world.3 Images of Italy’s empty churches during the lockdown epitomized a global sense of loss. Ironically, that loss itself hinted at the way an unnamed legacy of Roman Catholicism was still sacred to the broad culture, even if that culture could not normally perceive it. Why should such images—the pope alone in the rain, the vast basilicas vacant—have registered so widely during the crushing health crisis? Perhaps because Christendom was an unacknowledged source of the secular humanism that replaced it, and the bequeathals of Christendom remain a buried touchstone of worth, even for a post-religious society. That such a bastion of the common good had been breached by the dereliction of priests suggests that the stakes in the Catholic sexual abuse catastrophe are enormous not just for the faithful but for everyone.

			
			But recognitions tied to the scale of suffering caused by the pandemic, itself a transcendent challenge to meaning, made the self-defilement of Catholicism in this era seem worse. The grief that many Catholics feel for their ethically wounded Church has merged with grief for the wounds of the very planet. How does belief stand up to such distress? This book tracks one man’s experience of that trouble—in my religion, my nation, my era, and my life. This is a journey from broken faith to chosen hope.

			

			—

			Before any of that, though, there were, yes, those “great and simple images” Camus wrote of, early images in the presence of which my heart first opened. What drew me to God was my mother’s love and her religious devotedness: her respect for the monastery, Our Lady’s rose, Our Lady’s beads, the monk with his vows, the portico, the Church. Those images.

			But as years passed, and the sepia tones of those early religious encounters were washed by experiences of the real world, I began to sense the rough dimensions—struggle, disappointment, grief—that shot through the actual lives of the Irish who’d come to America, the people among whom I grew up, including Mom. There was far more to their devotion—to her devotion—than mere piety. Eventually, I learned of my mother’s actual experience: how her Irish-born father carried the post-traumatic weight of the Great Hunger, the mid-nineteenth-century Irish Potato Famine, which drove him and millions of others from Ireland and home; how he had been broken by life in America, becoming a drunk who abandoned his family and disappeared—a story so common that there was a name for it, “Irish divorce.” Without her father to support the family, my mother quit school at thirteen or fourteen to go to work, a precocious breadwinner. To land a job at the phone company, her reliable, if substitute, father figure—the priest at her parish—had given her permission to lie about her age, a lesson in the ethics of what mattered most.

			
			With rescue like that behind her, why shouldn’t the Church, centered on the priest, have been the indestructible bedrock of her identity? The Church was the ground of her survival and of her strength, an experience she had in common with everyone she loved. In the way her faith underwrote her lifelong sense of self-worth, she was Irish to the bone. So, even in America, my mother’s love for the ould sod was absolute, and I inherited it. And that’s why this reckoning with the Church, and with myself, begins in Ireland. It was once unthinkable that I could ever feel relief that my mother is no longer alive. But then came the Ryan Report.

			My historical and personal journey begins there, but—because of all that report betokened—it turns now on a question I cannot avoid: What if the beating pulse of those first “great and simple images” of myself and of my life was a lie?
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			The Murder of a Soul

			
				We showed no care for the little ones; we abandoned them.

				—Pope Francis1

			

			Ireland is ground zero for the Church’s current moral implosion,2 beginning a decade ago when, in 2009, the findings of an Irish government commission chaired by Judge Sean Ryan, called the Ryan Report, were released. The Catholic Church’s sexual abuse scandal had been ignited in Boston some years before that, but in Ireland the calamity was even more catastrophic. By every measure, the Church in Ireland was in ruins by 2018, but that year Pope Francis arrived there for a major papal visitation as if everything were fine.

			Even before The Boston Globe began publishing its predator priest stories in 2002—the Spotlight series that became the basis for a hit movie released in 2015—the government of Ireland had launched an investigation into rumors of child sexual abuse in the island nation’s residential institutions for children, nearly all of which were run by the Catholic Church. The inquiry took most of a decade. Finally, in 2009, its results were revealed in the Ryan Commission’s 2,600-page summary of conditions in more than 250 Church-run institutions. Despite a long-established tradition of government inspections and supervision, Catholic priests, brothers, and nuns had, across decades, violently tormented—tortured—thousands of children. The commission found that inmates of Catholic orphanages and reformatories were no better than slaves—and, in many cases, sex slaves. Rape and molestation of boys were “endemic.”3

			
			The Ryan Commission’s findings were the first sign of a tsunami. Other reports were issued about other Irish institutions, including parish churches, schools, and homes for unwed mothers—the suddenly notorious “Magdalene laundries.” In those institutions, girls and women were condemned to lives of coercive servitude.4 The ignominy of the so-called Magdalene asylums was laid out in numerous documentary films and in Philomena (2013), the high-profile true-life movie starring Judi Dench. The scandal climaxed with the discovery in 2017 that between 1925 and 1961 at the Bon Secours Mother and Baby Home, in Tuam, county Galway, nearly eight hundred babies died, many of malnourishment and neglect. Their corpses were disposed of in mass graves and sewage pits. That revelation led to the establishment of yet another commission, which reported in 2019 that, in numerous institutions, the corpses of hundreds of babies had been routinely provided, into the 1970s, to medical schools for dissection. Many hundreds of other dead babies in the care of Church-run homes were simply unaccounted for. Not only priests had behaved despicably; so had nuns.5

			Revelations of predator priests and complicit bishops had been rocking the Catholic world for years, but it was in Ireland that the swirling scandal now touched down, making that country the eye of the storm. Before, during, and after his arrival in the Emerald Isle for his 2018 visitation, Pope Francis expressed, as he put it, “shame and sorrow,” but during his time there, in a series of public statements and private meetings, he showed no real sign of understanding the need for significant Church reform, not to mention authentic acts of penitence. There was a terrible pro forma quality to the pontiff’s actions, as if the festering scandal had been reckoned with, becoming one more item on the Church’s regular agenda.

			
			Yet after Francis left Ireland, returning to Rome, the tempest of Catholic sexual abuse continued to shake the Church. In Germany, a leaked Catholic bishops’ investigation revealed that in the years 1946 through 2014, 1,670 clergy had assaulted 3,677 children.6 In the United States, a Pennsylvania grand jury found just then that, over the course of seventy years, more than a thousand children had been abused by more than three hundred priests, with Church authorities successfully silencing the victims, deflecting law enforcement, and shielding the predators.7 The grand jury charges told of a ring of pedophile priests who commonly gave their young targets the gift of a gold cross to wear so that other predator priests could recognize an initiated child who would not resist an overture. “This is the murder of a soul,” said one victim who offered testimony before the grand jury.8

			While the pope traveled to Ireland and shortly thereafter, attorneys general in fifteen other American states announced the opening of investigations into Church crimes, with the U.S. Department of Justice following suit at the federal level. Soon, in several states, teams of law enforcement agents, with jackets emblazoned with the word POLICE and armed with search warrants, would burst into diocesan offices and seize records, as if they were raiding the dens of mobsters. This all amounted to an unprecedented campaign by civil authorities, who crossed previously sacrosanct boundaries of church-state separation to prosecute priestly abusers and enablers.9

			Confronted with the mounting evidence of priestly transgressions everywhere, Francis finally issued, in the late fall of 2018, a meek call for a four-day meeting of senior bishops to be held in Rome the following February under the rubric “The Protection of Minors in the Church.” To jaded Catholics, this seemed like putting Mafia chieftains in charge of a crime commission. Events would prove such skeptics to be right.

			
			The complacency of the Catholic hierarchy seemed unshakable, even as horrible revelations of abuse continued to come in. Take the rape of nuns by priests and bishops, for example. Such a crime was once an unthinkable abomination: Priests raping nuns? What could that be but the foulest slander put out there by an anti-Catholic bigot?

			But then, when Pope Francis did indeed acknowledge, in answer to a reporter’s question in early 2019, that such heinous crimes do occur in the Church and remain a mostly unaddressed problem, he did so with maddening equilibrium—despite it being a global phenomenon. In Africa, as the AIDS epidemic had taken hold, priests had coerced nuns into becoming sexual servants because, as virgins, they would not be likely to carry the HIV virus.10 It was reportedly common for such priests to sponsor abortions when the nuns became pregnant. Nuns had come forward in India to publicly charge priests with rape. “It’s true,” Francis said calmly in January of 2019. “There are priests and bishops who have done that.”11 The following April, a bishop was charged by Indian officials with rape and illegal confinement of a nun, whom he allegedly assaulted regularly over two years in the southern state of Kerala. The bishop denied the charge. The nun said she reported the bishop to the police only after having appealed to Church authorities repeatedly—and being ignored.12

			In February, a Washington Post report suggested that beginning early in his pontificate, Francis knew about the systematic priestly abuse of institutionalized deaf children in Argentina that had occurred when he lived there. The pope apparently had cooperated in keeping the horror secret. Following the long-established pattern, the abuse had been finally brought to light not by Church officials, but by civil authorities and the secular press. Deaf victims reported that they were discouraged from learning sign language in their Catholic institution. A hand sign they came to know, however, was the one often used by the abusive priests—the forefinger to the lips: Silencio!13 That silence had belonged to Pope Francis, too.

			
			Meanwhile, that same February, Cardinal Theodore McCarrick, a former archbishop of Washington and one of the Church’s most powerful prelates, having been exposed by press reports, was finally found guilty by a Vatican tribunal of abusing a minor. He was being punished, the Vatican announced, by being stripped of his clerical standing.14

			This “reduction to the lay state” was described as a priest’s equivalent of the death penalty, but the supposedly humiliating punishment actually amounted to McCarrick’s being forced to assume the status of every other non-ordained person on the planet—a subtle revelation of the clerical caste’s disrespect for the laity. That manifestation is essential to the corruption of clericalism, which I was being forced, through all of this, to confront in full.

			McCarrick was shown to have been a harasser of young men and boys, and his homosexuality sparked a broad scapegoating of gays as the source of Church dysfunction. A sensational book claimed that a cabal of gay priests and bishops dominated the Vatican itself.15 Still, in that same February of 2019, gay priests from the Netherlands openly objected to being blamed for the sexual abuse scandal, while on the front page of The Washington Post, beleaguered gay priests in America described themselves as living not in a closet but in a cage.16 Gay priests are imprisoned, they explained, by the very dysfunction they are expected to uphold.

			
			The shameful revelations would not stop. The Vatican just then acknowledged that it had long-established secret protocols for handling “children of the ordained.” According to this policy, a priest who violated his vow of celibacy and fathered a child was encouraged to resign from the priesthood to “assume his responsibility as a parent,” but he was in no way required to do so. A Vatican expert explained that a priest’s fathering of a child was “not a canonical crime.” Estimates put the contemporary number of priests’ children in the thousands.17

			As fresh torrents of the priestly sexual abuse crisis cascaded in these ways, Pope Francis clung to the idea that his upcoming “Protection of Minors” meeting was all the response that was needed. The four-day gathering of senior bishops was held in Rome that February. A signal of what to expect had come on its eve from Francis himself, who in his opening remarks turned his outrage not on predator priests, but on those he called “accusers,” the people who were bringing these charges against the Church. He said, “Those who spend their lives accusing, accusing, and accusing are…the friends, cousins, and relatives of the devil.” Francis had repeatedly referred to the devil as “the great accuser,” but his spray-shot diatribe seemed aimed as much at victims seeking justice as at his own right-wing critics, who had clearly gotten to him.18

			As the Rome meeting unfolded, the bishops dutifully employed watchwords like “transparency” and “repentance,” yet they seemed to be establishing no new structures of prevention and accountability. Nor did the meeting force a reckoning in regions where Church denial and obfuscation still rule, enabling criminal behavior to flourish. This is especially true in the Global South, including Brazil, India, and Africa, but it also includes Italy itself, the seat of Roman Catholicism, where abusive priests and enabling bishops still mostly go unchallenged.

			
			Then, in his concluding remarks to the bishops gathered in Rome, Pope Francis called the abusers of children “tools of Satan,” a denigration that seemed to be undercut by his having just called “accusers,” including some of those self-same victims, “cousins” of the devil. To his credit, Francis called for “an all-out battle” against priestly abuse and said the Church must protect children “from ravenous wolves”—an apt description. But he said nothing about what breeds such wolves or who sets them loose. Worse, he deflected the particular Catholic horror by emphasizing that child abuse and sexual malfeasance happen everywhere, as if to say the crimes of Catholic clergy are not so bad.19

			The formal results of the prelates’ meeting would be slow in coming, but already it seemed clear that what had been promoted as a world-historic reckoning by reform-ready Church leaders had completely failed to tackle the deep-seated sources of this massive Catholic malpractice—and had failed even to ask what those sources might be. It was one thing for grotesque betrayals to be manifest, and quite another for the radical inability—or simple unwillingness—of the institution to correct itself to be so powerfully exposed.

			Coming like a punctuation mark, on the day after the Vatican gathering adjourned, was the full report from Australia of Cardinal George Pell’s earlier conviction by the criminal court in Melbourne. Formerly the head of Vatican finances and one of Francis’s closest advisors, Pell had been found guilty of sexually violating two altar boys in a sacristy—a crime alleged to have been committed right after he presided at the Eucharist.20 In 2020, Australia’s highest court would overturn Pell’s conviction on the grounds that his guilt had not been proven beyond a reasonable doubt,21 but accusations against Pell had drawn attention to the cases of more than one hundred other Catholic prelates who were accused of sexual misconduct.22

			
			Within days of the adjournment of the “Protection of Minors” meeting, an unprecedented Vatican edict finally made it mandatory for bishops to report allegations of abuse, but the promulgation applied only to officials of Vatican City and its diplomats—not to the broader Church—and the reporting was not to be made to civil authorities but to other Vatican officials.23 That deflection from the pope’s own civic jurisdiction, coming on the heels of all the other ecclesiastical bobbing and weaving, was a forecast, in fact, of the formal worldwide policy that was then officially rolled out as the much-touted result of the “Protection” convocation.

			Claiming to be an unprecedented “milestone” response to the abuse crisis, the new promulgation, titled “Vos Estis Lux Mundi” (You Are the Light of the World) and finally issued in May of 2019, was shot through with the same old Church evasions.24 It once again required bishops to report allegations of sex crimes to other bishops and not to civil authorities;25 it mandated no penalties for offenses; it required no public transparency; it established no lay participation in the process. Yes, it amounted to the age-old system of Mafia chieftains supervising Mafia chieftains.26

			That definitive failure to establish a serious process of Church accountability under the much-admired Pope Francis might have seemed like the apogee of Catholic catastrophe, but then, only weeks later, Notre-Dame de Paris caught fire, and the world added to the insult of that conflagration by immediately turning it into a metaphor of the Catholic Church’s own condition.27

			

			—

			Which brings us back to Ireland. One of the astonishments of the pope’s visit there was his claim, made to reporters as he returned to Rome, that until that trip he knew nothing of the Irish Magdalene laundries or their scandals: “I had never heard of these mothers, they call it the laundromat of women where an unwed woman is pregnant and goes into these hospitals,” he said. “I don’t know what they call them.”28

			
			Never heard of these mothers? When I read that, I said to myself, A lie. Pope Francis is lying. In fact, he may not have been lying—he may merely have been ignorant. But this was one of the twentieth century’s worst instances of Catholic transgressions. To be uninformed about the long-simmering Magdalene scandal was as bad as lying, a display of denial and evasion laying bare the true shame—and the true sorrow.

			In the broader context of monstrous priestly predation, the pope’s ignorant statement should count for little. Why expect him to know everything? And why not cling to the positive significance of his papacy, which stands against so many of the dark currents threatening the world? I have no good answer to those questions. All I know is that at that particular papal disclaimer, a taut wire in me snapped. Pope Francis’s Magdalene denial did it, and in an instant my core belief was called into question and my entire life changed.29

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 2

			
				
				[image: ]

			Taut Wire

			
				Critical Mass: in nuclear physics, the point at which a self-sustaining chain reaction is achieved, triggering an explosion

			

			The taut wire within myself had begun to stretch a quarter of a century earlier. At that point, I had long left the priesthood and was just starting out as a Boston Globe op-ed columnist, a role I subsequently played for almost twenty-five years. Twenty years before that, while still a priest, I had been preoccupied with war, social justice, and religious reform—questions that went on to define my work for the Globe.

			One of my first columns, published in September of 1992, was a horrified reflection on the child sexual abuse crimes of a Massachusetts priest named James Porter.1 I argued that Porter’s predation had been enabled by the Church’s broader culture of priest-protecting silence. Earlier that year, responding to the Globe’s stories about Porter, an infuriated Cardinal Bernard Law, archbishop of Boston, had hurled an anathema that seemed to come from the Middle Ages: “We call down God’s power on the media,” he said, “particularly the Globe.”2 It would take a decade, but the one God’s power would come down on was Law himself.

			
			In tandem with the Globe’s famous Spotlight series and other stories thereafter, my columns on sexual abuse by priests ran on the op-ed page. Among the titles were “Priests’ Victims Victimized Twice” and “Meltdown in the Catholic Church.”3 By the summer of 2018—the wire-snapping summer for me—I harbored no illusions about the Church’s grotesque betrayal, even as a still practicing Catholic. It took some doing to bring me to the breaking point that prompted this book. Pope Francis—whom in so many ways I admire, and in whom I had placed an almost desperate hope—is the unlikely person who made the wire snap.

			When I say snap, I mean snap. For the first time in my life, and without making a conscious decision, I simply stopped going to Mass. I embarked on an unwilled version of the old Catholic tradition of “fast and abstinence”—in this case, fasting from the Eucharist and abstaining from the overt practice of my faith. I have not been to Mass since then.

			Advent, Christmas, Ash Wednesday, Lent, Holy Week, Easter—without these liturgical milestones, I have been adrift in time, unable to shake a profound sadness. What I feel is akin to depression, but I know just what’s missing in my life. The cool of the air inside the parish church, the gliding surface of the pew, the velvet pressure of the kneeler at Communion time, the clenched fingers, the bowed head at rest on my forearm—without these sensations I have felt, in some ways, lost in space. Willfully unchurched, I am aware that some may share this response of mine; others might think, Who cares? or About time! But for me the moment—the snap—is a life marker. Even having reached this point, I still carry an ocean of grief in my heart. When the Covid-19 pandemic struck in 2020, the social-distancing lockdown obliterated the communion of Church rituals for legions, and the heartbreak took on a global aspect. But for me its crippling power was primordial, and its solitary anguish remains.

			
			Out of desolation, after that snap, I had to ask myself: Who am I if I am not largely defined by Catholic belief and practice? And, more problematically: How did I come to believe in the first place—to believe what I now see as the lie at the heart of the religious institution’s hierarchy? How did that lie shape me? How does that lie stamp me still? And is there, despite everything, a truth at the heart of the lie?

			

			—

			To write is to learn what I think, and that, in part, motivates me here. What do I make of my life, now that I am growing old, and what, in fact, do I think of the Catholic Church after all? How does the horror of such betrayal by priests and bishops involve the larger population of the Catholic people?

			I think of everyone who has been appalled and disheartened by the clergy scandal, a multitude far exceeding Church membership. That the stakes are high for our broad culture in the contemporary collapse of Catholic meaning and morality was shown by the way Francis himself, early in his pontificate, so compellingly emerged as a figure of global hope, including for non-Catholics of many stripes, caught as we all are in an age that often seems unmoored.

			For me the stakes are higher still. I need to understand who I am. How did I come to this place of profound personal dislocation and disenchantment? In the thick of advanced age, I am existentially adrift for the first time in my life. How? Why?

			To answer those questions, I first had to go back in time, into memory, tracking through a story of one man’s faith as I have lived it. Having seen what the Catholic priesthood has become, I feel the shock, also, of what it has in some way been all along. I had to ask myself how I could have embraced the priesthood myself—an act that came from the very heart of my youth, and one that, though I left the priesthood a mere five years after being ordained, turns out to define me still. If the priesthood is carried along in heretofore unseen currents of malice, where have those currents taken me? What disorder, in my own self and life, has been unseen until now?

			
			I do not know where the exploration sparked by such questions will ultimately lead. But I do know that it began with Francis, and it began with Ireland—the wire that snapped when he went there, the lie or denial he voiced. The pope’s apparent detachment from the depth of Church-caused Irish suffering, capped by his disclaimer of any knowledge about the crimes of the Irish Catholic sisters—“the laundromat of women”—brought me to this starting place. The extraordinary Pope Francis—precisely because he is extraordinary—was the instigator of my crisis, and Ireland was its incubator.

			

			—

			Across the twenty-first century’s first two decades, the people of Ireland responded to what was being laid bare about the Church—the lechery of priests, the sadism of nuns, the deceit of bishops—with a mass exodus from their religion. The count of those attending Mass weekly dropped by two-thirds, leaving mainly gray heads in the pews. The number of men presenting themselves for the priesthood each year dropped from many dozens to a literal handful. Large majorities of Irish voters, in 2015 and 2018, swatted aside the pronouncements of the Irish hierarchy to approve the legalization of gay marriage and abortion.4 In 2017, the Irish elected an openly gay man as their prime minister.5

			Ireland’s ardent Catholicism had not been merely a matter of faith. After the sixteenth-century Reformation and its brutal wars of religion, spiritual domination by the pope in Rome offered a counter-colonialism with which to reject the violent dominion of the English Protestants, and Catholicism became the island nation’s boiling wellspring of resistance, its fiercest source of identity. But Catholicism was also Ireland’s tenderest source of consolation, which was never more valued than during the decades-long nineteenth-century famine when the potato crop failed—the event that drove my mother’s father to America.6 Among the Irish who stayed behind, their priests and nuns—teaching, encouraging, burying, blessing—were inexpressibly beloved. So why shouldn’t words fall short of the anguish caused by their betrayal in schools, sacristies, orphanages, and workhouses? And why shouldn’t the Emerald Isle have become, with the Ryan Report and the other revelations that followed, the quintessential vale of tears?

			
			When Pope Francis at last visited Ireland in 2018, less than half as many Irish people showed up to greet him as had greeted Pope John Paul II four decades before, in 1979. And no wonder. The confirmable number of priest abuse victims in Ireland, across two generations, is reliably put at about 18,500, a figure that is certainly low. But that figure matches almost exactly the counted number of victims in the United States, which is also certainly low.7 Those numbers suggest a density of abuse in Ireland—where the number of Catholics is less than one-fifth of the number in the States—that is universally traumatizing. The odds are overwhelming that everyone in Ireland is personally connected to a victim of a priest. And Pope Francis, arriving there, had to know it.

			Yet, with his every word of attempted consolation having rung hollow, he left the shattered nation more mired in hurt than ever. And why shouldn’t the anti-clerical bitterness of the Irish have become as militant as their devotion had once been? A Benedictine abbot, one of the leading figures of Irish Catholicism, showed that a taut wire had snapped in him, too. Mark Patrick Hederman, abbot of Glenstal Abbey in county Limerick, in reflecting on the thousands of victims and the nihilism of those who should have been their protectors, used the most extreme image imaginable to deride his Church for, as he put it, turning “this island into a concentration camp.”8 Razor wire squeezes the Irish soul.

			
			And I felt it. I was never more Irish than when I felt, with the whole beleaguered nation, the crushing disappointment of the tepid responses of Pope Francis. It left me with this personal mission: to dig deep into myself, and into the history of the Church—its embrace of power, the sources of its clericalism. Most of all, I had to search my past and my memories to ask how the innocent boy I was grew into the restless believer I became and the heartbroken man I now am.
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			Near the House

			
				How precious did that grace appear

				The hour I first believed.

				—“Amazing Grace”

			

			Amazing grace: I remember the hour I first believed. It happened in 1950 or so, in a vivid, well-lit classroom—tiny wooden chairs right-sized for children; a crucifix on the front wall; the blackboards trimmed with eraser ledges below and penmanship posters above; windows so large it took a pole to open them. Sister Rita Elaine cruised through the classroom, placing a holy card on each of our desks. It displayed a gauzy portrait of a woman in blue, arms outstretched, floating on clouds, wearing a crown of stars—Our Lady, Queen of Heaven.

			Sister explained that Our Lady had a name and that her name was Mary.

			That news landed with an unprecedented jolt, because Mary was my own mother’s name, though she was only ever Mom to me. The Queen of Heaven was Mary!

			Around that same time, I learned that Mary, during her time on earth, had a husband—a kindly carpenter whom we were carefully instructed to think of as the stepfather of Jesus, not the father. The second jolt came when I was told that Mary’s husband was named Joseph. Holy cow! Joseph was my dad’s name! Joseph and Mary! Jesus and me! Amazing grace indeed!

			
			So, starting when I was learning to print letters, I began to think that Jesus, the son of Mary and Joseph, was a kind of brother to me, since I was the son of Mary and Joseph, too. After that, I began to take in—really to hear—what passed in my mother’s censored argot for a curse: “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” She would exclaim the phrase when she couldn’t find the keys or when the toilet overflowed, and so it should have had a negative weight, but it was always a lyric of uplift to me. With my stub of a pencil, tongue through my lips, I carefully formed the letters “JMJ,” as Sister instructed, at the top right corner of every page of practice penmanship. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph were a family to which I belonged. How simple it seemed. Those three initials are not at the top of this page, but the blankness of that upper right-hand corner, as much as anything, defines where I came from and what is now missing in my life.

			I think not just of my mother, but of the cosmos she embodied, the safe haven into which she ushered me at the start. To recall the golden aura of my mother’s love, and by extension the glow that clung to the Irish Catholic parish of my youth, is to establish a measure by which to grasp the depth of what I experienced as betrayal by our clergy.

			Our parish—St. Mary’s in Alexandria, Virginia—had its school, bazaars, picnics, Holy Name Society for the men, Sodality and altar guild for the women, and CYO ball games for the kids. The parish priests, often Irish-born themselves, were chain-smoking and hard-drinking, but they nevertheless stood as trustworthy images of intellect, erudition, holiness, and, with some exceptions, affability. And, of course, as with Sister Rita Elaine, the parish had its nuns, who taught penmanship, oversaw the playground, and embodied the virtue of freely chosen selflessness. Above all, the parish had Our Lord and His mother—both figures simultaneously of transcendence and of intimacy.

			
			The parish church located us Irish Americans in space—not only in a country we were otherwise unsure of, but in the universe itself. On our knees before the tabernacle—the gold treasure chest that held the sacred Host—or the bank of blue votive lights arrayed at Mary’s feet, we knew exactly where we were and where we belonged. At the grand moments of deep significance—birth, death, illness, marriage, passage into adulthood—as well as the more mundane yet pointed moments of failure and success, the parish, through its simple sacraments administered by its priest, assured us that we were not alone. The taste of an unleavened wafer; the sound of a warbling soloist; the aromas of candle wax, stale incense, and altar wine; the male odor of a priest’s cassock; the scent of soap on Sister; the feel of a tattered bingo card—it all meant home to the Irish in America. Indeed, as I would learn years later, the word “parish” itself comes from the Greek words meaning “near the house.”

			But in addition to space, the parish located us in time, providing a felt sense of history that extended back beyond the rough immigrant arrival on the shores of the New World; beyond the dread old-country colonial past, the Irish Famine and the Protestant Reformation—all the way back to the glories of Catholic triumph: the Gothic cathedral, five proofs of God’s existence, illuminated Scriptures, tapestries and Gregorian chant. Such treasures seemed to belong even to laborers and housemaids, to us common people kneeling together in church.

			Not only did the past belong to us, but so did the future, which could seem trustworthy because, however undefined, its promise of “beatitude” was already being kept in the “beauty” of parish life. For all of this, we Irish American Catholics could be scorned or ignored by people outside the boundaries of the precious turf, but we could take such Protestant condescension as a sign of veiled envy. After all, what our parish and its priest most proudly and loudly proclaimed was that there was No Salvation Outside the Catholic Church.

			
			Oddly, the effect of that negative exclusion—since as a young child I knew no one to whom it applied—was only positive. It reinforced the coziness of our circumscribed world, its trustworthiness.

			As I would much later understand about St. Mary’s School, it wasn’t called parochial for nothing.
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