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According to news reports, at least 225
Catholic priests, including four bish-

ops, quit or were suspended between
January and June 2002 due to allegations of
sexual misconduct, primarily with adoles-
cent boys. During the 1990’s, the Catholic
Church in the United States spent well over
a half billion dollars in jury awards, settle-
ments, legal fees, and assessment and ther-
apeutic expenses responding to claims of
sexual abuse by priests.2 In
spite of this history, few
have attempted to fully
understand the problem.
Instead, church officials,
misinformed in their under-
standing of the present crisis, were quick to
point an accusing finger at gay priests
rather than focusing on more glaring prob-
lems with church officials’ response to
reports of abuse. In fact, news coverage of
the sex abuse scandal in the Catholic
Church has done more to link gay men with
the abuse of children than any story in
decades.3

In addition to blaming gay priests for the
scandal, some high-ranking church offi-
cials and media personalities have advocat-
ed banning gay men from the priesthood,
even if they remain celibate.4 Blaming gay
priests for this scandal will harm all priests,
regardless of their sexual orientations.

Given the lay public’s inability to distin-
guish gay priests from other priests, all
priests will be treated with growing suspi-
cion.5

More importantly, unless church offi-
cials develop a more informed understand-
ing of the roots of the sexual abuse prob-
lem, they will be unable to formulate and
implement an effective intervention. As
Father Robert Nugent suggests, “Everyone

agrees that a preventive approach is as
important as responding to the damage that
has already occurred.”6 Far from resolving
the problem, blaming gay priests for this
crisis distracts the church from developing
an effective response that would prevent
further abuse and ensure the welfare of
children and youth. 

Policymakers and child welfare advo-
cates must, therefore, look beyond the cur-
rent crisis and clarify the underlying issues.
As this report demonstrates, decades of
research show that pedophilia is a mental
illness unrelated to sexual orientation. Gay
men, including those who become priests,
are no threat to the well-being of children.

Understanding Child Sexual Abuse 
and the Catholic Church:
Gay Priests Are Not the Problem
By Michael R. Stevenson, Ph.D.
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“Gay men, including those who become
priests, are no threat to the well-being of
children.”
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Evidence of Confusion

There is considerable confusion and disagreement on
how best to describe priests who sexually abuse boys. They
have been labeled as pedophiles, ephebophiles, and ped-
erasts, as sexually immature, whether gay or straight, and
as gay men who made bad sexual choices.7

• Cardinal Adam Maida of Detroit described the scan-
dal as “not truly a pedophilia-type problem but a
homosexual-type problem.”8

• According to George Weigel, the Pope’s American
biographer, the problem is one of “homosexual clergy
not living their celibate promises.”9

• Daniel Helminiak, a psychologist and former priest,
claims that because repressed homosexual priests are
“Psychosexually immature, and deliberately kept that
way, they will find their most congenial sex partners
in others who are equally immature: male adoles-
cents.”10

• During the papal sum-
mit, the meeting called
by the Pope to discuss
this crisis, Cardinal
Francis George of
Chicago indicated that
“A definite connection
was made between homosexuality and sexual miscon-
duct with minors if the conduct is with minor men…
It was taken for granted if you have got an adult man
having relations with an adolescent boy you have got
homosexuality.”11

As the Cardinal implies, such misbehavior has meaning.
The problem is that the participants, as well as society, can
interpret the behavior in a variety of ways. In short, know-
ing that a priest instigated a sexual interaction with a boy
(of any age) tells us very little about his sexual orientation.
Whether due to immaturity, bad choices, or some diagnos-
able mental illness, without further information, such
behavior only tells us that he has broken the law and that he
has violated his promise of celibacy and vow of chastity.12

Clarifying Psychiatric Diagnoses and Terms

The term “pedophile” is often used generically to refer to
any adult who sexually abuses minors, regardless of their
ages. However, among mental health professionals,

pedophilia is a mental illness in which an adult is sexually
attracted to prepubescent children.13 The psychiatric pro-
fession believes that pedophilic men are typically attracted
to children of a particular age range. 

Furthermore, research suggests that regardless of their
claimed preferences, their attraction is to the child’s imma-
ture body type or lack of secondary sex characteristics
rather than the child’s gender.14 Based on a review of the
scientific literature (discussed further below), Dr. Nicolas
Groth concluded two decades ago, “The adult male who
sexually molests young boys is not likely to be homosexu-
al.”15 More recent studies re-confirm this conclusion.16 As
Dr. Nathaniel McConaghy, an internationally known
expert, has noted, “The man who offends against prepu-
bertal or immediately postpubertal boys is typically not
sexually interested in older men or in women.”17

According to media reports, many of those abused by
priests were older youth rather than prepubescent children.
In these cases, the abusers would not meet the technical

definition of pedophilia.
Some mental health profes-
sionals use the term
“ephebophile” to describe
adults who are attracted to
adolescent youth who are
not yet adults. Unlike

pedophilia, ephebophilia is not an official diagnostic cate-
gory.18 However, such a condition can be diagnosed and
treated by psychologists under the label “paraphilia not
otherwise specified.”19

Labeling offending priests as pedophiles or
ephebophiles might be useful in clinical contexts as an aid
to understanding past behavior and to planning treatment.
Diagnostic labels are not helpful in solving the current
problem, however. If church leaders want to end inappro-
priate or illegal sexual behavior perpetrated by clergy
(whether it be with children or other adults), the church
leaders need to foster healthy sexual development among
seminarians and priests, regardless of their sexual orienta-
tions. This position should not be taken as an indictment of
celibacy, but rather a call for widespread implementation
of a more sophisticated understanding of sexuality and pro-
grams that help seminarians develop a healthy sexual iden-
tity.20 As Father Nugent suggests, “Neither chastity nor
celibacy means not being a sexual person.”21
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“Diagnostic labels are not helpful in solving
the current problem. ”
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Distinguishing Sexual Orientation from 
Pedophilia

Distinguishing between sexual behavior and sexual ori-
entation may help to correct the erroneous perception that
child sexual abuse is linked to homosexuality. Sexual ori-
entation refers to feelings of emotional, romantic, and
affectional attraction and sexual interest, not simply sexual
behavior. Uninformed scientists as well as non-scientists
often confuse sexual behavior with sexual orientation.22 In
the past, some researchers have routinely assumed that
individuals who engage in same-sex sexual behavior were,
by definition, homosexual regardless of the age of the par-
ticipants or the number of times such behavior occurred.
This is certainly true of news coverage of the priest scan-
dal. However, equating behavior with orientation is scien-
tifically inappropriate and seriously underestimates the
complexities of what it means to be gay.

Evidence from the news media suggests that the priests
at the center of the contro-
versy have had difficulty
developing a clear sense of
sexual identity while honor-
ing their vows to abstain
from sexual behavior.
Empirical research clearly
documents the fact that individuals may or may not express
their sexual orientation in their behavior, and their sexual
behavior may or may not reflect their sexual desires.23 In a
1992 survey of sexual behavior among US Americans,
researchers interviewed 3,432 people who were carefully
selected to represent the U.S. adult population.24 Over 9%
of the men in this study reported engaging in a same-sex
sexual behavior at least once since puberty while only
2.8% reported that they think of themselves as gay. In other

words, some men do not claim a gay identity in spite of the
fact that they have engaged in same-sex sexual behaviors.
Clearly, having a same-sex sexual partner is not the best
indicator of sexual orientation.

Contrary to assumptions made at the papal summit,
engaging in same-sex behavior is not synonymous with
being gay. Failing to distinguish between behavior and ori-
entation will likely lead to misunderstanding the priests’
abusive behavior and will also hinder efforts to prevent fur-
ther abuses.

Perpetrators of Abuse

Over time, Church leaders have been confronted repeat-
edly by the sexual misconduct of priests.25 In spite of
claims that 80% of the priests who abuse minors target
adolescent boys,26 no one knows how many girls may also
have been molested.27

Contrary to the warnings of anti-gay crusaders,
researchers have demon-
strated repeatedly that a gay
man is no more likely than
a heterosexual man to per-
petrate sexual activity with
a child.28 For example, a
1994 study found that “a

child’s risk of being molested by his or her relative’s het-
erosexual partner is 100 times greater than by someone
who might be identified as homosexual.”29 In 2001, British
researchers found that heterosexual men in their study
were far more likely to be perpetrators of abuse than gay
men.30

Similarly, results of a recent study of priests showed that
failures in celibacy (whether with children or other adults)
occurred in 28% of straight and 24% of gay priests.31
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“Contrary to assumptions made at the papal
summit, engaging in same-sex behavior is 
not synonymous with being gay.”

Myths Debunked

The myth that gay men are a threat to young boys was debunked scientifically in the late 1950’s, and the associa-
tion between homosexuality and pedophilia began to fade in the law during the 1960’s.40 Similarly, by the 1970’s, a
large body of research had accumulated showing that homosexuality was neither psychopathological nor associat-
ed with mental illness.41 Based on this research, homosexuality was removed from the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) and the American Psychological Association resolved that “homosexuality per
se implies no impairment in judgment, stability, reliability, or general social or vocational capabilities.”42 Since the
mid 1970’s, other major national mental health organizations have adopted similar position statements.43
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Clearly, gay priests are no more likely than straight priests
to violate their celibacy.

Based on his review of the available literature, Dr.
Thomas Plante estimated that 2% to 6% of Catholic priests
have been sexually involved with minors.32 In The
Changing Face of the Priesthood, Rev. Donald B. Cozzens
cites studies suggesting that as many as half of Catholic
priests and seminarians are gay. Others have suggested
even higher figures.33 If approximately half of priests are
gay and half are straight,
but only 2 to 6% of priests
have been sexually involved
with minors of either sex,
then the vast majority of
priests, regardless of their
sexual orientations, are nei-
ther pedophiles nor
ephebophiles.

Policy Implications for the Church and 
Other Institutions

As both the mental health diagnostic categories and
decades of research show, gay priests are not the source of
the child sexual abuse problem. The bottom line is that
when sexual behavior occurs between an adult and a child
of the same sex, we know nothing about the sexual orien-
tation of either party. Therefore, policies intended to pre-
vent the full participation of gay men in social institutions,
like banning gay men from the priesthood or from other
occupations involving work with children, will not prevent
unwelcome sexual advances.

Blaming gay priests for the sex abuse scandal in the
Catholic Church is not only unfounded, it will help no one.
Protecting potential victims, regardless of their age or gen-

der, requires policies that reflect a sophisticated under-
standing of sexual orientation, sexual identity, and celiba-
cy. Only when such policies are implemented will all
priests and seminarians be encouraged to develop a healthy
sexual identity, celibate or not, regardless of their sexual
orientations.

Although many seminaries encourage students to face
conflicts and tensions concerning sexuality,34 critics claim
that no seminary teaches celibacy or sexuality adequate-

ly.35 As Father Nugent sug-
gests, “What is also needed
is an appreciation of human
sexuality in all its multiple
dimensions, so that a stu-
dent experiences his sexual-
ity as a positive gift rather
than as a dangerous power
to be feared, denied, sup-

pressed, or controlled rather than channeled.”36

Policymakers outside the Church have rightly defined
any sexual activity with a child as a punishable offense,
regardless of a perpetrator’s sexual orientation or psychi-
atric diagnosis. Legal codes in the U.S. make it illegal for
an adult to engage in sexual behavior with a child or youth
who has not yet reached the legal age of consent, even
though the age of consent varies from one state to another.
In other words, according to the law, whether perpetrators
choose targets based on age or level of maturation is of lit-
tle significance as long as the victim is “under age.”37

Furthermore, the sexual orientation of both parties is irrel-
evant given the illegality of the behaviors in question.

Social science research on prejudice shows that mem-
bers of stigmatized groups tend to be accused of the same
kinds of misconduct, including rape, child abuse, and the
inability to control sexual impulses.38 Concerns about gay
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Public Opinion Agrees with Research

Data gathered in 1999 by Dr. Gregory Herek show that the general public no longer subscribes to the myth that
gay men are likely to commit child sexual abuse. Only 19% of men in Herek’s national survey of 1,335 heterosex-
ual adults believed that most gay men are likely to molest children. An even smaller number, 8.5%, expressed this
belief about lesbians. Furthermore, far fewer women regarded gay people as child molesters, as only 6.5% held
this view about lesbians and 9.6% believed it to be true of gay men.44 As this report documents, the existing body
of psychological research supports the general public’s belief that gay men pose no threat to children.

“Researchers have demonstrated repeatedly
that a gay man is no more likely than a
heterosexual man to perpetrate sexual
activity with a child.”
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men in general and gay priests, in particular, should be
viewed in light of the fact that members of other minority
groups, including African-Americans, Jews, Gypsies, and
people with developmental disabilities, historically have
been accused of posing a threat to the health and well-
being of women and children.39

Blaming gay men for the sexual abuse scandal in the
Catholic Church is yet another example of scapegoating
that has no foundation in decades of psychological
research. Scapegoating can
only lead to misguided
public and private policies
that will further distract us
from developing an effec-
tive response to a serious
problem. ■
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“Blaming gay priests for the sex abuse
scandal in the Catholic Church is not only
unfounded, it will help no one.”
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