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Introduction
The Working Group «Safeguarding Guidelines and 

Norms» of the Pontifical Commission for the Protection 
of Minors [= PCPM] organised in cooperation with the 
Working Group «Education and Formation» in Rome from 
December 4 to 6, 2019 a seminar entitled: Promoting and 
Protecting the Dignity of Persons in Allegations of Abuse 
of Minors and Vulnerable Adults: Balancing Confidential-
ity, Transparency and Accountability1.

The seminar reflected on an appropriate balancing of 
confidentiality, transparency and accountability in particu-
lar in the way the Church reacts to allegations of abuse of 
minors and vulnerable adults. The seminar very conscious-
ly chose to do so from the hermeneutical perspective of 
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the dignity of persons. In this way it not only moved away 
from what might be called a «hermeneutic of protecting 
the reputation of the church», it also intended to contribute 
to bringing about a new internal attitude of those in leader-
ship who have to act.

The seminar focused on two major aspects: one concerns 
the seal of confession and the other different topics related 
to transparency and accountability in relation to canonical 
penal processes. This included the pontifical secret, the right 
to information for those concerned while balancing this with 
a need to see to confidentiality (which is not the same as se-
crecy), the role of victims in the canonical procedures, as 
well as questions concerning the notion and implementation 
of transparency and accountability in canonical procedures.

The seminar was attended by thirty-seven persons from 
around the globe, who hold different responsibilities in the 
church be it within the Holy See, in local churches or in 
academic institutions. Ten participants presented an input 
for discussion to a previously assigned topic. The authors 
generously made their contribution available for publica-
tion in this issue of Periodica. One was impeded from do-
ing so due to Covid-19.

The purpose of the seminar was not to provide final an-
swers. Rather, it was to clarify and sharpen the questions, 
identify those areas and subjects that were in need of fur-
ther research and propose possible ways and steps forward 
to respond to them, for example, by recommending fur-
ther research. For this reason following each presentation, 
the seminar members engaged in deep and rich reflections 
about this given task. On the last day of the seminar, those 
who were then in attendance spent time reflecting on the 
proceedings and on the issues that had been canvassed.

After the seminar had concluded the members of the 
Working Group Safeguarding Guidelines and Norms, with 
helpful assistance from other members of the PCPM, de-
veloped a series of observations setting out what might be 
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termed outcomes from the deliberations that are in need of 
further study. They are thus an outlook.

The authors are grateful to all those who participated in 
one way or the other in the seminar and / or contributed to 
the reflective discussions about the outcomes. However, it 
is important to note that the observations (set out below) 
depict the thoughts of the members of the Working Group 
Safeguarding Guidelines and Norms. They do not neces-
sarily represent the views of individual participants in the 
seminar or of the organisations to which they are attached 
or of the other members of the PCPM.

Observations
1. The Pontifical Secret

There was much discussion about the prescription of the 
Pontifical Secret in relation to sexual abuse of minors and 
vulnerable adults wherever that may appear (e.g. in the Motu 
proprio Sacramentorum sanctitatis tutela, nr. 302). This led 
to the conclusion that the so-called Pontifical Secret should 
be re-examined and explained publicly, including:
– Its name – replacing the word «secret» with a word such 
as «confidentiality».
– Its content – describing with some specificity what it 
covers and what it does not (especially that it is not a pro-
hibition against reporting allegations of child sexual abuse 
to civil authorities).
– Its limitations – describing the limitations on the con-
cept, in particular with regard to communications with 
victims and an accused person and in any respect in which 
it concerns safeguarding.

A significant advance in the cause of safeguarding 
occurred in a Rescript signed on 6 December 2019 and 

2 John Paul II, motu proprio, Sacramentorum sanctitatis tutela, 
AAS 93 (2001) 737-739.
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published on 17 December 2019 in which Pope Francis 
decided to abolish the pontifical secret connected with 
reporting, trials and decisions regarding the crimes listed 
in the first article of the Motu Proprio Vos estis lux mun-
di3. However, there is room for study and discernment on 
other aspects of the so-called Pontifical Secret, including 
those mentioned above.

2. Procedures in canonical penal processes
There is a strong need to continue examining the rights 

of victims and accused persons in judicial and extra-judi-
cial canonical processes, including:
– A comparative study of civil law regimes (both judicial 
and administrative) that deal with issues similar to delicts 
against the Sixth Commandment and that might be in-
structive about canonical processes.
– Balancing transparency and the provision of informa-
tion in canonical processes with regard to rights of vic-
tims, rights of defence of the accused, and the rights of the 
faithful.
– Developing means for assessing accountability in the 
implementation of norms for transparency.
– Providing a procurator or other assistance for victims 
in canonical processes from the preliminary investigation 
onwards and clarifying the rights and responsibilities of 
the procurator or other assistant.

There is scope for a research project and (or) an aca-
demic conference in conjunction with a university or uni-
versities and publication of the studies devoted to these 
important questions.

3 https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/secretariat_state/2019/documents/ 
rc-seg-st-20191206_rescriptum_it.html [most recent consultation: 
23/09/2020].
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3. Awards of Damages in canonical processes
Questions of awards of damages in canonical process-

es, both judicial and extra-judicial, raise some difficult is-
sues and there is a need for further examination of those 
questions, including:
– a comparative study of civil law regimes in relation to 
damages awards;
– a study of how these provisions have been used in ca-
nonical processes and what has been learned.

Again, there is scope for a research project and (or) an 
academic conference in conjunction with a university or 
universities and publication of the studies about the ques-
tions raised.

4. Developing a body of jurisprudence
Relevant dicasteries and tribunals should be encour-

aged to publish reasons for decision as the basis for the 
development of an accessible body of jurisprudence in rel-
evant areas, while respecting confidentiality and privacy 
of the persons concerned.

Canon law faculties in particular can assist in this re-
gard by providing opportunities to develop practical skills 
for collecting proofs and for writing sentences in penal 
cases in a way that respects rights to privacy.

5. The sacrament of reconciliation and the seal of confession
It was never suggested that the seal of confession 

should be abandoned or violated.  However, the seminar 
identified crucial questions about the sacrament of recon-
ciliation and, in particular the seal of confession that re-
quire deep study and clarification, including:
– What is and what is not a sacramental confession?
– What is, and what is not covered by the seal of confes-
sion (in particular whether it covers mention of the sins of, 
or crimes by, another person)?
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– Issues relating to the internal and external fora, for example:
* the confessor facilitating the penitent revealing again 

in the external forum  matters first disclosed in the 
internal forum, and,

* without breaching the seal, the confessor accompany-
ing the person in the healing journey in an extra-sac-
ramental setting, including respecting norms for man-
datory reporting, and

* commenting on the circumstances in which, and the 
methods by which this can occur.

The cause of a better understanding of the sacrament 
and the seal could be advanced by research projects and 
(or) academic conferences in conjunction with a universi-
ty or universities related to these matters.

6.  Internal Forum, both sacramental and extra sacramental 
– formation
There is an urgent need for further reflection on matters 

such as:
– Creation of resource materials to assist those who minister 
in the internal forum when matters are rightly to be mani-
fested in the external forum.
– Re-examining programs for the education and formation 
of those who minister in the internal forum, in particular 
in seminaries and formation houses, to ensure they have a 
proper understanding of the moral problems that might be 
encountered in these ministries.
– Encouraging the development of ongoing education and 
formation programs for those who minister in the internal 
forum.

Once again, a research project and (or) an academic 
conference in conjunction with a university or universities 
on these matters would be useful.
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7. Delicts concerning sexual offences
The Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches uses the 

expression «delict» and «external sin against chastity» (can. 
1453 §1), while the Code of Canon Law speaks of «delict/
offense/external sin against the sixth commandment» (can. 
1395). The motu proprio Vos estis lux mundi, art. 1 refers 
to «sexual acts»4. Against that background, and for sake of 
clarity, these notions should be reexamined, including:
– Whether it is better to describe the delicts as crimes rath-
er than, or as well as, as moral failings?
– A study of the definitions of «sexual abuse» of minors 
and vulnerable adults in civil or ecclesiastical fora.
– Whether it is appropriate to include a graduation of acts 
of sexual abuse according to their gravity?
– Study to which extend it is possible and helpful to intro-
duce a corresponding graduation of penalties according to 
the principle of proportionality.

The most efficient way of pursuing this objective will 
be to sponsor a research project and (or) an academic con-
ference in conjunction with a university or universities 
about them.

Conclusion
The points outlined reveal that there is a continuing and 

urgent need for further scholarship in a wide range of rel-
evant areas. The purpose of the needed studies is to devel-
op proposals how to best secure on the one hand that the 
Church is a safe place for all to be and on the other hand 
that allegations of abuse are handled by those in leadership 
in the church responsibly. A balancing of confidentiality 
and transparency will be necessary. In this the hermeneu-

4 http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/motu_proprio/documents/ 
papa-francesco-motu-proprio-20190507_vos-estis-lux-mundi.html 
[most recent consultation: 10/06/2020].
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tics of «promoting and protecting the dignity of persons» 
would seem to be a key perspective. Engaging in these 
studies will contribute to help the Church to be perceived 
(again) to be an institution that acts with integrity. That in 
turn will allow the Church and the faithful who comprise it 
to fulfil their core task, namely to be a missionary Church.
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