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By Rich Henson
pe INQUIRER STAFF WRITER
-ALBUQUERQUE, N.M. — For three
:decades, the ‘Catholic Church sent
_ priests who had been accused of mo-
lesting children to this corner of
New Mexico.
. They were counseled at a treat-
ment center tucked discreetly in the
Jemez Mountains. Once released,
many of these priests stayed in the
area, serving in local parishes.
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Now a proliferation of sex-abuse

charges has jarred the spiritual core,

of this traditional Catholic commu-
nity, spurring so many lawsuits that

they threaten to bankrupt the Arch-

_ diocese of Santa Fe.

So far, more than 100 complainants
have asked for $50 million from the
archdiocese. Church officials ac-
knowledge that complaints have
been filed against 45 to 50 priests for
alleged sexual abuse of children and
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Sex-abuse cases
might bankrupt
N.M. archdiocese
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faithful, kept silent while allegations

of sexual abuse were tucked away in
file cabinets. The complaints in-
cluded everything from an un-
wanted kiss, to fondling, to oral sex,
to sodomy.

In a letter read from pulpits in 91
parishes last month, Santa Fe Arch-
bishop Michael J. Sheehan warned
that the pending legal actions
threaten to overwhelm archdiocesan
finances. :

With the church’s insurance com-
panies balking at paying court
claims, Archbishop Sheehan called
on all parishes — many of them in
impoverished areas — to tap savings
accounts and sell unneeded property
in an effort to stave off a Chapter 11
bankruptcy.

" “These are drastic measures,” said
the archbishop, who took over the
archdiocese in September. “But the
difficulties we face as a church call
for these measures.”

While the financial crisis poses se-
vere challenges, the schism in faith
occasioned by the accusations may
have more ruinous consequences in
a land where many trace their reli-

gious roots to the Spanish conquista-

dors of the 16th century.

“I feel that decisive action should
have been taken years ago,” said the
Sante Fe Archdiocese chancellor, the
Rev. Ron Wolf, who was brought in
last year specifically to deal with the
abuse issue. “This is going to take at
least 10 years to get over. There are.
many people out there who still
hurt”

And there are many who may.
never come forward, said Hazel Ro-
mero, a community activist in Agua
Fria, a tiny settlement outside Santa
Fe

“There are a lot of victims and
families that I know who are. com-

-pletely shutting their eyes to this,”

Romero said. “There are people who

¢ are willing to testify to
I help others, but are too
y ashamed to testify for

themselves.”

Complainants
_are seeking

One Paraclete patient, the Rev. Ar-
thur J. Perrault, left the center in
1967 and went on to become the very
popular pastor of St. Bernadette par-
ish in Albuquerque. .

In the fall of 1992, Father Perrault
was accused of having molested chil-
dren in his parish. Church officialg
say Father Perrault has fled the
country. . .

The Paraclete Treatment Center,
which technically is not a part of
the archdiocese, also has been sub-
jected to lawsuits. Last month, the
‘order of priests that runs the clinie
paid $525,000 in an out-of-court set:
tlement with several people who
said they were victims of Porter:
Porter had been treated at the Para:
clete clinic. ‘

Some priests, many parishioners,
and three lawsuits also contend that
former Archbishop Robert F. San-
chez, a native New Mexican and the
nation’s first Hispanic archbishop,
ignored the accusations because he
had his own difficulties.

Last March, after 19 years in
charge of the archdiocese, Archbish-
op Sanchez resigned the leadership
role-after five women said they had
sexual relations with him, some
while teenagers. He is currently on
retreat at an undisclosed location. :

One theory here is that New Mexi-
co’s 'Hispanics were especially vul:
nerable because of their devotion to
their faith. ;

Since the late 16th century, Ca:
tholicism has been the central so-
cial structure for New Mexican His-
panics. Ninety-five percent are
Catholic. . :

“Catholicism was the only game in
town,” said the Rev. Thomas J.
Steele, a professor of religious stud-
ies at the University of New Mexico,
“The tie between religion and cul
ture was always very intimate. To
become a Protestant, or anything
else, you had to leave the [Hispanic]
culture. That is still
largely true today.”

Traditionally, many
Hispanic

Catholics .

g Sex-abuse suits jolt N.M. archdiocese

adolescents in the archdiocese over
the last 30 years. -

The complaints occurred both in
urban parishes of the state’s larger
cities, and at rural missions scat-
tered on ponderosa-covered moun-
tains and sun-baked mesas of New.
Mexico’s rugged countryside.

Several of the suits contend that
the archdiocese, which covers two-
thirds of New Mexico and has 300,000
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Ilelp OIDEI‘S, but are too
ashamed 1o testify for
themselveg» . '
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Just as Noah’s.flood 50 mil

a few Whispered allega.
tions,

. In the Spring of 1991, .
"2 young man wh, said against

lawyer who is handling & number of
Complainantg’ cases.
Pasternak said he goy

In ‘May 1991, another complainant
came forwarq Pasternak filed suit,
and word of the accusationg Spread
across the State,

Bolstereq by Dublicizedq Teports of
abuse caseg jp Minnesota, Louisiang
Massachusetts, Catholicg here
With tales of Priestly abuse began to
€merge in Numbers, : -
By Decemper 1991, 17 young mep
" Complained ip court that they had
by Jason Sigler, a for.
Iner priest who had pleadeq guilty in"
1983 in Bernalijjjq County District
Court here 1o Sexually abusing a ;.
nor. ‘

Next, four People fileq suit, saying
they had been Victimized by James

- Porter, ap €X-priest Tecently sen.
tenced to Prison in Massachusetts for
Molesting 28 children there during
the 19605 . ,

The cases continued to mount untjj
now th i

Virtually all of themy Stem from'
incidents Said to ‘have Occurred pe.
tween 1960 and 1980;

ile church officials estimate
that ag many as 200 youngsters might

querque lawyers bringing the cases,
“We get three to fiye victim cals 4
ay.N .

nearby Jemey Springs,
Priests from ap OVer the Unjteqd
States were sent to the facility after
being accused of Molesting children,
“Let’s face it, New Mexico ig in the
middle of DOwhere,” Pasternak said.
“If you want to store Nuclear waste,
YOU do it here, If you want to set off
nuclear bombs, You do it heyg, If you

Complainapts
.are seeking

he cases haye the  mogt
been filed

largely true today.”

Traditionally, Mmany
Hispanjc Catholjcg
have g fervent respect
for Priests.

lion

Started witp a few from Santa F e’s “These Driests have
drops of Water, the San. = been Present in the
fa Fe crigig began witp, - Al‘ chd[ocese. lives of these Deople at

45 to

he hag been Sexually H death ang illness This
abused by a priest wa pr 'QSts' 1S Where reg) trust ig
referred tq me,” sajid built, ang that ig Why it
Bruce Pasternak, an Albuquerque is so Saddening » C

Pasternak

ave played g role. Though o one
has documented the racia) break-
down of Complainantsg, Pasternak es-
timates thay 90 percent were Hig.
banic and mog; of the accused priegtg
White, '

N

The archdiocege is Irying to Steady
the shakep believers,

Father Wolf, the Sante Fe Archdijo.
cese chancellor, has called on all
Victims tg Come forwarq. Over the
has Dersonally Searched
out still actiye Driests Suspected of
miscondyct, : .

The archdiocege ‘has get aside g
fund to Provide COunseling for Vie-
tims and has made Feconciliatiop
and healing a theme of church gep.
mons and activities. )

The faith ig 70T easy to restope,
Ims, ap Albuquerque
a Catholic, said he
be Objective while work.
ing éarlier this year on 4 commissjop
established by the archdiocese tg de.
velop Strategies tq deal wity the
broblem.

Then, twq days before Christmas,

to get the insurance Companies g
pay for Settlements, :

In July, 12 insurers, including St.
Paul Fire & Marine ang Lloyd’s of

London, asked a federa] court here tq

For many of the faithful, the litiga.
tion" and .the cost
burdeng,

“It is Very hard tg talk about,” sajq
Maria Leyba, ag she visitedq Santuarig
de Chimayo, a 178year.olg church
that is the Site of Easter Pilgrimages
and is revered ag g DPlace of healing,
“Many of us are Poor, and we have
very little to give, 1 bersonally don’t
think we should have 1o bay for
this.” “ B

Says racism also may.
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