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Victim in Malta: Pope had 'tears in his eyes'

John L. Allen Jr.   |  Apr. 18, 2010  NCR Today 

Valletta, Malta -- One of the eight victims of sexual abuse who met Pope Benedict XVI today in Malta 
described the encounter as "very emotional," saying most of those present were crying, and even the pope had 
"tears in his eyes."

"I made peace with the church," said Joseph Magro, one of the victims who met the pope.

Magro has been among the most outspoken of ten Maltese men who recently came forward to say they were 
abused by Catholic priests at a church-run orphanage in the 1980s and 1990s. The revelations shocked this tiny 
island nation, in part because another of the victims linked his abuse in the orphanage to a horrific murder he 
committed in 1991, in which he killed a homosexual man with a hammer and then cut his body into pieces with 
a broken bottle.

Another victim who met the pope, who asked to be described as "Immanuel," said that the victims "will 
continue the fight for justice," and insisted that they do not want money from the Catholic church.

This was Pope Benedict's third meeting with victims, after previous encounters in the United States in April 
2008 and Australia later that same year.

In a briefing today for reporters, the Vatican spokesperson, Fr. Federico Lombardi, described the meeting as 
"intense" but "serene." The eight victims in the meeting were all male, he said.

Lombardi said the session took place in the chapel of the residence of the papal nuncio, or ambassador, in 
Malta. It began with a moment of silent prayer, and then Benedict moved near the altar to meet the victims one-
by-one, allowing them to say "whatever they wished to say," Lombardi said.

The pope also responded to the victims individually, in either English or Italian, Lombardi said, but did not offer 
any general remarks.

The meeting concluded with a common prayer in Maltese, and the pope gave each victim a rosary.

The victims were accompanied by two local Maltese bishops, while the pope was joined by a senior Vatican 
official, his private secretary, and his nuncio in Malta.

On previous occassions when victims have met the pope, their first-blush reactions are generally positive, but 
over time some have argued that the promise of those meetings has not yet resulted in sufficient policy changes.

Recently two of the victims who met Pope Benedict in Washington in 2008 announced plans to bring a large 
delegation of victims to Rome in late October. They're calling the event a "Day of Reform, and intend to press 
the Vatican to embrace a new set of tough global policies on sexual abuse.

The Vatican also issued a formal written statement after today's meeting. It reads:
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"On Sunday 18 April 2010, in the Apostolic Nunciature in Malta, the Holy Father met a small group of persons 
who were sexually abused by members of the clergy."

"He was deeply moved by their stories and expressed his shame and sorrow over what victims and their families 
have suffered. He prayed with them and assured them that the Church is doing, and will continue to do, all in its 
power to investigate allegations, to bring to justice those responsible for abuse and to implement effective 
measures designed to safeguard young people in the future."

"In the spirit of his recent Letter to the Catholics of Ireland, he prayed that all the victims of abuse would 
experience healing and reconciliation, enabling them to move forward with renewed hope."

While the victims who took part in the meeting seemed generally hopeful about its significance, the largest 
organization for victims of priestly sex abuse in the United States was more skeptical.

?We are sure these brave men deserve anything that can help their healing and we hope they feel better,? said 
Barbara Dorris of the Survivors? Network of those Abused by Priests

?However, the Pope's professions of ?sorrow? don't keep one child molesting cleric away from kids, expose one 
corrupt bishop or make one child more secure,? Dorris said. ?That is where the Pope?s focus should be.?

[John Allen is NCR senior correspondent. His e-mail address is jallen@ncronline.org.]
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