RELIGIOUS DURESS1/

When Catholics begin to realize the harm done to victims of abusive priests, they frequently ask,  “How could victims and their families have allowed such abuse to begin and continue.  The answer lies in the concept of religious duress.  Victims of abuse most often come from practicing Catholic families who believe that part of salvation is remaining loyal to their priest and to the Church.  We have been taught not to question the wisdom and the decisions of a priest, not to question his lifestyle, and to presume only the most forthright motives for his actions.  In many cases, Catholics hold that that it is a serious sin to question the authority of a priest, or to speak ill or gossip about him.

Religious duress is a real but very special kind of fear.  The ultimate source of this fear is a belief in an unseen but all-powerful supreme being who requires obedience, without which the believer is punished.  This fear can create a moral pressure on people to behave in such a way as to placate rather than displease the deity; they perform actions they might not otherwise perform, or omit actions that they would.

Although religious systems have been created to relieve or displace the fear engendered by the unknown, these same systems have, themselves, often been the origin of fear.  The Catholic Church has traditionally taught the radical distinction between the special office of the priesthood bestowed on selected men through the sacrament of orders, and the priesthood of the laity shared by all who profess a belief in Jesus Christ.  To the special office of priesthood are attached the powers that are essential for Catholics to attain the fundamental goal of Christians: everlasting life.  The Council of Trent taught that the power conferred on Catholic priests is unequal in human understanding or reason.

Catholic priests and bishops are cloaked in an aura of mystery and power.  Traditionally, they have lived apart from the laity.  They have dressed differently and have been held in a unique form of esteem.  The institutional Church has created and sustained this priestly mystique by its teaching, its legal system, as well as by a complex collection of mythical stories, legends, and traditions concerning priests and bishops.  Mandatory celibacy has served to reinforce the mystique that priests are somehow removed from and above the laity.  When a priest is ordained, the Church teaches, he is joined to Christ in such a way that he is substantially different from other men.  The catechism restates a doctrine that has been an essential part of Catholic belief for centuries, i.e., that priests represent Jesus Christ is a very special way.  Reacting to the Protestant Reformation, the Council of Trent put the priest on a pedestal alongside the angels and close to God himself.

The 1917 Code of Canon Law put into legislation the practical application of traditional teaching on the priesthood.  Only clerics could hold the power of jurisdiction, or actual power, in the Church.  Clerics could not be summoned before civil courts unless special permission had been obtained beforehand.  The priest acts in persona Christi, especially at the Institutional Narrative of the Eucharistic Prayer of the mass.

The Church has long maintained that the division between clerics and laity is itself of divine origin.  This stratified and unequal society has served to protect the belief that priests are special, removed and exempt from much of the social and legal accountability expected of laypeople.  The stratification of the ecclesial society has been an integral part of Catholic teaching for centuries.  It may be summed up in a excerpt from a 1906 encyclical letter issued by Pius X:

It follows that the Church is essentially an unequal society, i.e., a society comprising two categories of persons: the pastors and the flock; those who occupy rank in different degrees of the hierarchy and the multitude of the faithful.  So distinct are the categories that with the pastoral body only rests the necessary right and authority for promoting the end of the society and directing all its members towards that end; the one duty of the multitude is to allow themselves to be led and, like docile flock, to follow the Pastors.

The 1983 Code of Canon Law defines the Church as made up of the laity and, by divine origin, the hierarchy (c. 207.1).  That hierarchy is made up of deacons, priests and bishops who, in order to function as such, must be members of the clerical state.  The accepted understanding of the hierarchy, as is evident from theological and catechetical writings, Church law and liturgical practice, is that bishops are direct descendants of the apostles and both bishops and priests are ontologically different from laypersons because thay have been singled out by God to take the place of Jesus Christ on earth.  Despite the lack of concrete historical evidence to support this contention, this theology developed in the Church, filling the scriptural gaps with such assertions as “it is the constant tradition that…”

The isolation of clerics into a special caste within the Church has formed the basis of clericalism: the belief that clerics form a special elite corps and, because of their powers as sacramental ministers, they are superior to the laity and should be treated as such.  Priests are given special privileges in society, and this inevitably led to corruption and abuse.  Many Catholics today hold that clericalism is not the cause of every problem in the church, but it causes many and is a factor in many more. 

Following the Second Vatican Council, many clergy and Catholic laity hoped that the hold of clericalism would wane, especially in the light of the Councils’ emphasis on the role of laity in Church life.  Yet, recent studies indicate that the present generation of young priests see themselves as essentially different from laity and as men set apart by God.  It appears from this and other indicators that clericalism is not only alone but at times malignant.

The clericalism of the past and its present-day expressions have a common goal: the retention of power, prestige and image of the members of the elite, especially the bishops.  It manifests itself as not admitting any weaknesses on the part of the clergy, suppressing scandals and silencing victims of clergy abuse.  Yet, despite promises to the contrary, the Catholic hierarchy, supported by significant numbers of the laity, wants clericalism to stay.

However, according to Fr. Donald Cozzens, until we take to heart the understanding of the Church as fundamentally the baptized communion of Jesus’ disciples, the Church itself, even after promising transparency and accountability as the American bishops did in the wake of the clergy sex abuse scandal, will continue to practice denial, dissimulation and deception.  These characteristics flow, quite naturally, from an understanding of the Church as a society made up of unequals.

The reality of religious duress and the abject fear it causes is not subject to some few individuals who may be predisposed to it due to emotional of psychological issues.  This reality is objective and is found across a broad spectrum of Catholic people regardless of educational or familial background, economic or cultural status, or age.  The emotional and psychological reaction to the institutional Church and to some or all clerics is the result of a systematic pattern of religious indoctrination.  This indoctrination is grounded in established teachings and beliefs held by the official Church.  When these beliefs – epitomized in the belief that priests are sacred personages who stand in the place of God – become interwoven with the natural fear and wonder of the unknown, the result can be a fear so grave that it impedes the normal evaluative thought processes and constrains the will from choosing to act in circumstances that would benefit the individual.  The fear that arises from the threat of displeasure of religious officials carries over to a fear of displeasing God; and this fear can be overpowering and immobilizing.
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