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Spiritual abuse is a relatively young term, and there is still a lack of
clarity about its meaning. Defining spiritual abuse as an injury to spiritual
intimacy and autonomy makes possible a clear and nuanced classification
of different abusive actions. In addition it exposes the scale of spiritual
abuse. The inner freedom of a person, their spiritual autonomy, is the
precondition for any faith act. In other words, spiritual abuse threatens
the basis of faith. Alongside specific contexts within the Catholic Church,
which are particularly susceptible to it, the ambivalent attitude of the
magisterium to a person’s inner freedom can be shown to be a breeding
ground for spiritual abuse.

1. Spiritual abuse — a relatively new topic

While sexual abuse in the Catholic Church has been talked about for
decades, spiritual abuse not only seems to be a relatively new concept
in the Catholic Church, but the discussion in recent years has shown
that the concept provoked unease in many quarters.' There are three
possible reasons for this. First, talking about the abuse of people may
seem problematic, since ultimately people are not objects to be used.
Second, spiritual abuse seems to be a vague and extremely broad term.
Directly linked with these fears is a third factor, that it may call in question
common practices such as first confession or vows of obedience. I shall
now address all three points and suggest a definition of spiritual abuse that
may prove particularly useful in the debate within the Catholic Church.
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1.1 Spiritual abuse is abuse of people, which means a violation of their
spiritual intimacy and autonomy

Occasionally the assumption is accepted as pure logic, following the
axiom Abusus non tollit usum (*Abuse does not abolish the right of proper
use’), that ‘abuse of x’ presupposes a legitimate ‘use of x’. For example,
talk of the misuse of alcohol presupposes the possibility of using alcohol:
talk of misuse of power presupposes the use of power. Talk of abuse
attributes to the person abused the status of an object of use. That is why
the idea should only be used with regard to things. Talk of the abuse of
people should be avoided in order that people are not indirectly assigned
the status of things.? For this reason some people prefer terms such as
‘sexual abuse of power’ or ‘spiritual abuse of power’.

[ think that there is a linguistic misunderstanding here. Talk of ‘sexual
use’ or ‘spiritual use’ of a person, let alone a child, is from a modern
ethical perspective rightly regarded as outrageous. But precisely because
modern societies have developed fundamentally different rules for dealing
with things and dealing with people, talk of the abuse of people in modern
codes of conduct does not also imply the possibility of using people.
Abuse of a thing is something quite different from the abuse of a person.

We can talk of object-related abuse whenever we are talking about a
breach of rules governing the use of things such as positions of authority,
tax revenues or service weapons. There is abuse when these things are
not used for their real purpose, as either defined by some official rule
or fixed by morality, but are used for a different purpose, for example
for the personal advantage of those entrusted with them. Person-related
abuse is something different. That is because, unlike things, people have
rights. These include the right to autonomy in the way they live their lives
including intimate activity, for example in the area of sexuality. When
a person becomes the object of an act of abuse, the abuse consists not
in the fact that a person is ‘used’ sexually in defiance of the rules, but
in the fact that someone treats this person improperly, and in terms of
modern moral and legal codes that means they place themselves over and
above this person’s sexual autonomy and violate the boundaries of their
intimate sphere.?

In a similar approach the German or Austrian criminal codes may define
sexual abuse as the violation of sexual autonomy. By analogy, spiritual
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abuse can be defined as the violation of spiritual autonomy or as a violent
intrusion into the intimate spiritual sphere of a person.* Just as pressure to
engage in an undesired sexual act is sexual abuse, pressure to engage in an
undesired spiritual act also constitutes abuse. Just as undesired questions
or remarks about a person’s sexual life are invasive, undesired questions
about a person’s spiritual life are also invasive. Just as a forced intrusion
into the body of another person constitutes rape, so forced access to the
interior life of someone else is a sort of rape of the soul.

1.2 Spiritual autonomy is the precondition for any faith act and a theo-
logical necessity :

In this section I define spiritual autonomy as the right or ability to undertake
spiritual actions on one’s own initiative and free from external pressures.
Spiritual actions are all faith acts in the classical sense, from the reception
of baptism or another sacrament, prayer, acts of love of neighbour or
ascesis. Inaddition, spiritual experiences, spiritual interpretations of events
in a person’s own life and decisions inspired by these interpretations can
be understood as spiritual actions. In this sense it is a matter of spiritual
autonomy whether a person adopts a faith, and which faith they adopt,
and how they practise it, which specific traditions, practices, ways of life
and communities within the chosen religion someone follows. It is also
a matter of spiritual autonomy how a person interprets particular events
in their life, whether, when and how someone, for example, sees traces
of divine action in their own life or what someone thinks in a particular
situation they should do as a result of their faith.

At first sight, talk of spiritual autonomy seems to be a modern
phenomenon. In the last resort the development of ideals of autonomy
could not be more closely linked to the modern image of a human being
and the emergence of human rights, with which, as is well known, the
Catholic Church has an ambivalent relationship. Nevertheless there are
deep and unbroken roots of spiritual autonomy in holy scripture, the
history of Christianity and, not least, in the teaching and tradition of the
Catholic Church. There are strands of freedom tradition in the Catholic
Church that go a long way back.

In biblical stories of a call, people are faced with a free choice, from
Adam and Eve, through Mary to St Paul. In the Wisdom literature there
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are ideas of freedom of choice taken over from Hellenistic culture, for
example, Sir 15.14-17. Even when God wants to lead people to a good
life and seeks to win their agreement, he does not force them.® Canon law,
too, places considerable weight on the inner freedom of the faithful. This
applies especially to spiritual actions that also have the character of legal
acts: “An act undertaken out of force inflicted on a person from without,
which the person was not able to resist in any way, is considered as never to
have taken place’ (Can 125 § 1 CIC, translation modified). Such an action
that has been undertaken through pressure is not ‘given the status of an
actus humanus, but of a mere actus hominis, als actus materialiter tantum
positus (an act performed by a human being, but only in a material sense).®
This is discussed in depth, particularly with regard to marriage. Here it is
not just external factors such as *fear and force’ that can lead to the nullity
of a marriage, but also a lack of inner freedom, which is either a permanent
state or the result ‘of a temporary situation of conflict that, at the moment
the marriage is contracted, the person is unable to resolve’.” The external
and inner freedom of the individual is also crucial in canon law with regard
to conscience and spiritual direction. For example, a novice master may
not hear the confessions of his novices (can. 985); what is mentioned in a
confession (can. 984) or in a confidential conversation between religious
and their superiors (can. 630) may not be picked up in another context.
Moreover, Canon 630 § 5 forbids superiors ‘in any way to get members of
their order to open their consciences to them’. In other words, the Church
legislator seems to regard it as important that faith acts are performed in
complete freedom, including opening up one’s conscience and one’s own
spiritual life to directors and superiors.

Finally, it is not disputed dogmatically that faith presupposes freedom.
No-one can be forced or pressured into faith. The magisterium of the
Catholic Church itself makes this argument, for example in the Catechism,
citing Vatican II's Dignitatis Humanae: ‘To be human, man’s response
to God by faith must be free, and... therefore nobody is to be forced to
embrace the faith against his will. the act of faith is of its very nature a free
act’ (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 160).

In other words, anyone who deprives a person of their inner freedom
deprives their faith of its necessary precondition. Here we find the
incalculable theological weight of spiritual abuse: at its heart it makes
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impossible faith or individual faith acts. It is in addition the violation of
a person in a very sensitive part of their personality that gives them their
sense of direction and can therefore have serious consequences for the life
and mental health of those affected.

1.3 Ways in which spiritual autonomy can be violated
Spiritual abuse is particularly obvious when it is openly accompanied by
violence and takes the form of spiritualised violence. Examples are physical
violence, threats, blackmail or external force that make any other action
than the one imposed impossible in practice. We might think of a pregnant
woman who is threatened by her parents with eviction or disinheritance
if she does not marry the father of the child. Another example are school
confessions, at which children, irrespective of their own wills, are taken to
confession as a class without having the possibility of refusing. A religion
teacher has described how witnessing the mental and physical reactions of
the affected children was also traumatic for her:
In my first year of teaching, 1991/92... it was normal for school
confessions to be organised before Christmas and Easter. In each case
there were two confession days, when we religion teachers had to take
classes 3 and 4 [age 8-10] there and back. Everything was strictly
divided into groups, and I had to accompany children to confession that
I didn’t even know and so hadn’t developed any kind of relationship
with. The children were stressed and afraid — that time a girl even
vomited. For me as a young teacher it was a traumatic experience that
I shall never forget.®

Spiritual manipulation can also undermine spiritual autonomy in such
a way that makes free exercise of faith impossible and in the process
produce serious consequences. Supposedly free decisions that are based
only on the intoxicating atmosphere of an event, on one-sided, distorted
or simplistic messages, on emotional or financial dependence or on the
fear of disappointing someone are not free faith acts. As early as the late
1980s Hans Urs von Balthasar was observing a tendency to spiritual
manipulation, especially in new spiritual communities:
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We live in a time in which propaganda, advertising and promotional
techniques have become powerful forces. It is a great concern to see
how Christian communities today promote themselves, often even
among young people, who can be caught by clever inducements. I have
a whole (international) collection of letters of complaint from outraged
parents, whose children have been stolen from them by a Church
institution or movement.’

Finally spiritual neglect, that is, ignorance of the right to spiritual
autonomy and indifference to the spiritual needs of a person, can be
a form of spiritual abuse. In the end, spiritual autonomy is also a skill
that must be learned in the course of life, like any other skill. To do this
children and young people in particular, but also adults in particular
stages of life, need support. When this is denied them, it may happen that
they do not develop spiritual agency and are consequently vulnerable.
As in the cases mentioned above, so too here sexuality can be a helpful
analogy and metaphor. An autonomous sexual life, built on the paradigms
of consent and free will, presupposes, in addition to a recognition of the
moral right to sexual autonomy as a basis, knowledge about sexuality
and an essentially open treatment of the subject; it also requires a safe
space in which people can inform themselves. The same goes for that
other area of personal intimacy. In order to mature in their intimate sphere
and to learn to live and act autonomously, people in these areas need a
fundamental recognition of their right to autonomy, basic knowledge of
the issues, ability to express themselves, the freedom to gather a variety of
experiences and a safe space to talk about these experiences, ask questions
and find help. People who have been denied spiritual autonomy, spiritual
learning and possibilities for spiritual development, either deliberately
or because of ignorance or a lack of information in their environment,
are thereby left limited in their spiritual agency. This can have serious
consequences for their life choices and their mental health, and makes
them particularly vulnerable for spiritual abuse.

1.4 The boundary between spiritual actions that are abusive and those

that are not
The key criterion for determining whether a particular action is abusive
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or not is the autonomy of the person who performs this action or on
whom it is performed. This means in the first place that even traditional
Catholic practices that have come to be rejected or fallen into disrepute
because of their association with abuse (for example, confession or
exorcism) do not necessarily involve abuse. Conversely, practices that
seem risk-free are not automatically immune from becoming instruments
of abuse. For example, even a spiritual conversation or a well-meant
spontaneous prayer session can be abusive. What it is decisive is
whether a spiritual action is imposed on a person or boundaries of their
spiritual intimacy are violated. As long as a person performs a spiritual
action of their own free will and remains free to end it without negative
consequences from a third party, this action is not abusive. As soon as
the crucial factor in the performance of the action is force, fear, pressure,
manipulation, dependence or ignorance of alternatives or of their own
right to spiritual autonomy, its voluntary character is no longer guaranteed
or is at least questionable, and it may be a case of spiritual abuse.

2. Conditions that make spiritual abuse possible in the Catholic Church
In the Catholic Church there are specific spiritual actions and contexts in
which the voluntary character is particularly often, sometimes possibly
unintentionally or with the best of intentions, undermined or eliminated.
These include spiritual direction,' forms of directed examination of
conscience such as printed guides for this,'' above all the confession itself
and radical ways of life, especially in more recently formed charismatic
communities.'* Valuable as it might be to examine these in detail, it goes
far beyond the limits of this article. It is thus all the more important at this
point to have a look at the systematic basis that makes possible spiritual
abuse in the organisation of the Catholic Church."

The underlying basis that makes spiritual abuse in the Catholic Church
possible and normal is that there is no recognition that the faithful have a
right to spiritual autonomy. This absence is based on a strand of tradition
in the Catholic Church that stands in opposition to the tradition of
freedom and regards a person’s freedom as a danger to faith and believes
it necessary to force their inner life into the grip of Church authority in
order to protect the faith. This tradition derives from the inequality among
believers, between laity and pastors, that is rooted in both canon law and
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dogma and reserves to pastors the right to the use of violence in pastoral
ministry and the exercise of authority. As a result, the faithful in practice
mostly cannot appeal to a moral right to autonomy or a private sphere
in questions of their own spiritual lives, but find themselves facing the
inexorable claim of Church authority, not only in the way they live their
lives in general, for example in getting married, but also to intervene
in their inner spiritual lives, not least in highly personal, important and
intimate issues that are connected directly or indirectly with their own
spirituality and relationship to God."

Similarly to what happens in questions of sexuality, in matters of
spirituality too the Church’s paradigm of authority is not a model of
consent and autonomy, but follows a rule of allegedly objective truth
imposed by Church authority. Accordingly Church law also recognises
no rights to autonomy for the faithful, and consequently no concept of
person-related abuse.

Freedom may be recognised rhetorically as a precondition of faith, but
at the same time if it comes to different decisions from those prescribed
by Church authority it is labelled ‘a mistaken concept of freedom” and
neutralised, allegedly to protect the faith."” Relevant Church texts on
freedom, authority and obedience are characterised by a specific form
of Catholic dialectics: on the one hand they declare the importance of
freedom and maturity for the faithful, but immediately distinguish
between ‘true freedom’, consisting in the acceptance of the truth, which
ultimately means subjection to Church authority, to which this truth is
entrusted (this subjection, for example, is described as ‘filial docility”).'®
Church authority contrasts this with a “false view of autonomy’, which
is also described as “wilfulness’, ‘egoism’ or as ‘attachment to personal
ideas and convictions’.'” The possibility is of course not excluded that
even ecclesiastical superiors may be misguided, but the Church does not
make available a right of resistance or means for effective protection of
their intimate spiritual sphere. Instead it urges religious, for example, in
case of doubt rather to obey even if a specific act of obedience is ‘to all
appearances absolutely “absurd”,... ‘is very burdensome or positively
impossible to perform’ because ‘it is not to be forgotten that the model is
always Jesus of Nazareth, who even during his Passion asked God that his
will, as Father, be done, nor did he pull back from death on the cross.’'®.
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Effective protection against spiritual abuse in the Catholic Church
would require that such arguments and the logic underlying
them are abandoned. This means nothing less than resolving the
dichotomy that has become classical in Catholicism, which sees
human freedom as both the indispensable condition for faith and its
greatest threat. Only when the autonomy of all believers acquires
the status it deserves as the basis of faith and Church membership
will the basis for spiritual abuse in the Catholic Church be removed.

Translated by Francis McDonagh
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