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Facing the Truth
Introductions

What prompted you to join these sessions on Healing Our Church?

Focus

We face the truth together, so we can move forward together—a faithful clergy and empowered laity— 
to transform the Church.

Prepare

Take a few minutes to quietly read the Introduction and the Guidelines for Respectful Conversation.

Invitation to Pray 
Song suggestion will be inserted here

Divide the group in two and pray:

Side 1:   Compassionate God,
 We come to you with feelings of  anger, sadness, and betrayal.
 We come to you with heavy hearts as we grieve
  for the victims of  abuse
  and for the coverups by Church leaders.

Side 2: Faithful God, while we may not be sure of  many things,
  we know that you are with us
  in darkness and in light, today and every day, 
  always calling us to greater trust in you.

Side 1: Just God, may truth, justice, compassion and forgiveness
  be the salve 
  that heals our wounded hearts and our broken Church.
 Rebuild our trust, and strengthen our faith.

1

SeSSion

one
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Side 2: Spirit of  the Living God, bless our time of  prayer
  and sharing of  our faith, thoughts, and emotions.
 Show us a path through this devastating time.
 Empower us to play our role in healing and reforming our Church.

All: Come, Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of  your faithful
  and enkindle in them the fire of  your love.
 Send forth your Spirit, and they shall be created,
  and you will renew the face of  the earth.

 O, God, who by the light of  the Holy Spirit
  did instruct the hearts of  the faithful, 
  grant that by the same Holy Spirit we may be truly wise, 
  ever to rejoice in his consolations, 
 Through Christ Our Lord, Amen.

A Victim’s Story 
“I was one of  six boys in an Irish-Catholic family. When I was ten years old, as a reward for 
doing well in my math test, my teacher sent me over to the rectory to assist a beloved parish 
priest in counting the Sunday collection. From that moment on, he sexually abused me 
consistently over two dozen times.” 

A Seismic Fault Line of Faith

This story from a small town near Pittsburgh and thousands like it from around the country 
have caused a seismic fault line in the faith of  many practicing Catholics. Disillusioned by 
the current sexual-abuse scandal in the Catholic Church, one 87-year-old woman not only 
considered skipping Sunday Mass for the first time in more than six decades but considered 
leaving the Church altogether. Many have felt as she did; many have left the Church.

Although the problem of  sexual-abuse in the Church and coverup by bishops and others had 
been revealed many years before, an episode that especially rattled the faith and confidence of  
American Catholics was the 2018 report by a Pennsylvania state grand jury. The report listed 
more than 300 priests who had abused children over seven decades and who, for most of  that 
time, had been protected by the hierarchy. The grand-jury report estimated that the victims 
numbered in the thousands.  

The abuse of  children and adults by priests, and the manner in which some of  the clergy have 
responded is a truly horrific story—real, raw, and painful. The church in Pennsylvania is not 
unique. We continue to hear of  similar revelations and reactions from various parts of  our 
country and in other countries, leaving us to wonder how pervasive the problem is. A flood of  
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emotions ensues among Catholics. When we hear this news, we may feel angry, betrayed, and 
shocked, or any of  a host of  other emotions. 

We are horrified for those who have suffered as that boy from an Irish Catholic home suffered, 
and as the man he became has suffered ever since. We may explode in anger: “How dare 
anyone do such a thing to a child? How dare anyone do such a thing in our Church?” We may 
be bewildered as we try to understand these incidents—the exploitation of  innocent victims 
and the attempts by the Church to conceal rather than confront the problem. We may even 
succumb to denial: “Surely, this is not true!” But we know that it is true, and that reality can lead 
some into depression.

Shock, alarm, denial, anger—these are all classic symptoms of  loss and grief. And that is not 
surprising. After all, any experience of  loss leads to grieving. And we might feel that we have 
indeed lost a loved one—lost not only our trust in the leadership of  the Church but lost our 
Church itself.

How can we help ourselves and others deal with these feelings and find a way forward?

We must first acknowledge them and accept them—in ourselves and in others. As in any sense 
of  loss and grieving, the feelings are central to our reconciliation and ultimately to action. 

So, to begin our faith-sharing on healing our Church, we ask the Spirit who prays within us to 
help us acknowledge and accept our feelings so that we may confront this scandal with a new 
understanding of  who we are as Church and who God is calling us to become.

Share
Take a few moments of  silence to reflect on the following questions. Then share your response.

•  What feelings or thoughts arise as you reflect on sexual abuse by clergy, the enduring harm to 
victims, and the coverup by Church leaders?

•  How has the scandal affected your relationship with God—your faith, your prayer—and your 
feelings about the Church?

The Word of God
Reader: A reading from the Book of  Lamentations (3:17-24)

 My soul is bereft of  peace;
  I have forgotten what happiness is;
 so I say, “Gone is my glory,
  and all that I had hoped for from the Lord.”
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 The thought of  my affliction and my homelessness
  is wormwood and gall!
 My soul continually thinks of  it
  and is bowed down within me.
 But this I call to mind,
  and therefore I have hope:

 The steadfast love of  the Lord never ceases, 
  his mercies never come to an end;
 they are new every morning;
  great is your faithfulness.
 “The Lord is my portion,” says my soul,
  “therefore I will hope in him.”

 The Word of  the Lord.

All: Thanks be to God.

Share
Take a few moments of  silence to reflect on the following question. Then share your responses:

•  In light of  the theme of  this session, what does the reading from the Book of  Lamentations 
say to you?

In Grief, We Turn to God
The Book of  Lamentations in the Old Testament consists of  five heart-wrenching poems 
written after the destruction of  Jerusalem and its Temple by the Babylonians in the sixth 
century before the birth of  Jesus Christ. Besides levelling the holy city, the Babylonians had 
carried a large segment of  the population into exile, leaving behind only the poorest and 
weakest. The result? A crisis of  mammoth social, political, and religious proportions. The poet 
cries out in suffering, grief, and anger—even directing these feelings toward God.

Still, in the midst of  her grief, Israel keeps a fundamental faith in God and his mercy. 
Ultimately, such faith gives these people the strength to endure their suffering and look forward 
to a better future. 

As they gather over the ashes to grieve the tragedy that had befallen the community, the people 
stand together in prayer and ritual. Even as they weep and lament, they continue to ask for 
assistance, to praise God, and to recover their hope of  rebuilding their shattered way of  life. 
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They know that it will not happen quickly or easily. Yet even in their darkest moments of  grief, 
they continue to praise God with whom, they believe, all things are possible. 

In our reaction to revelations of  sexual abuse in the Church, we can recognize many of  the 
feelings expressed in the victim’s story that began this session and by the poet bewailing the 
calamity visited upon Israel. We lament the sins and crimes committed within our Church— 
the abuse itself  and the attempts by Church leadership to hide it. We lament the harm done to 
children and adults whose lives have been permanently affected. We lament the broken trust, 
the loss of  reverence we once had for priests and bishops, and the stigma borne by the faithful 
priests and bishops in the Church. 

But like the Israelites in Babylon, may we squarely face the reality— the sexual abuse and 
coverup—while continuing to have faith in God. Our God is faithful even when some ministers 
have proven unfaithful. Through our baptism, we are empowered to stand up against evil and 
remedy the unjust situation. Baptism imparts on us a prophetic role; in order for us to carry out 
this role, our faith in Jesus must be strong and unshakable. As we let our feelings play out in this 
difficult time, let us especially renew our faith in the Paschal Mystery—the suffering, death, and 
resurrection of  Jesus—which reminds us that, although we who are the Church are suffering 
now, with the grace of  God we can find a way forward. 

Let us be confident that God will sustain us in our present grief  and reform the Church through 
an empowered laity and a faithful clergy who together are the Body of  Christ.

Share
Take a few moments of  silence to reflect on one or more of  the following points. Then share your responses: 

•  How can the reading in this session from the Book of  Lamentations help you deal with  
this scandal in the Church? 

•  The people of  Israel hoped for the restoration of  Jerusalem and the Temple.  
What is your hope for the Church?

Act
In this session, we have faced the truth in order to move forward, faithful clergy and empowered laity, to transform 
the Church. How does this inspire you to act? Here are some examples: 

1.  Pray for the victims of  sexual abuse.
2.  Ask your pastor to include in the Prayer of  the Faithful at Sunday Mass a prayer for 

victims of  any sexual abuse and a prayer for wisdom and courage for church leaders  
to address the scandal.
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3.  Visit your diocesan website and learn what policies are currently in place to protect children 
and adults from sexual abuse and to aid victims and what your local bishop is personally 
doing to address this scandal.

4.  Read the Charter for the Protection of  Children and Young People, a set of  
procedures first adopted in 2002, and revised since, by the United States Conference 
of  Catholic Bishops to address allegations of  sexual abuse by Catholic clergy and 
achieve reconciliation, healing, accountability, and prevention of  future crimes. 
www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/child-and-youth-protection.charter.cfm

5.  Visit our website, www.renewintl.org/healing and read about the National Sexual Abuse 
Telephone Hotline.

6.  If  this session has raised serious issues or concerns for you, consider seeking professional 
guidance from a trusted advisor, and visit our website for resources that may help.

Pray
A Prayer for the Healing of Our Church 
 Good and gracious God,
  we ask for healing for our wounded Church
  and a way forward through this time of  despair.
 We cry out to you for healing for the victims of  abuse and for their families.
 We cry out to you for healing for the lay faithful.
 We cry out to you for healing for the clergy.
 Grant our bishops the courage and wisdom
  to work with the laity for the transformation of  our Church.
 Embrace your people with your compassionate mercy, 
  and restore our trust in the Church and its ministers.
 Give us hope that the Church can be reformed by your grace
  working in and through us. 
 May Jesus, the compassion of  God,
  draw us to himself  in Word and Sacrament and send us forth
  strengthened in faith to share his love with the world.
 We ask this in the name of  Jesus and through the power of  the Holy Spirt,
  one God for ever and ever. Amen.
 © 2018 RENEW International

Looking Ahead
Prepare for the next session by reading Mark 2:1-12.
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