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Homily on Child Sexual Abuse
For April: Child Abuse Prevention Month
Charles W. Dahm, OP.

Introduction
Connect the scripture to child sexual abuse possibly by mentioning Jesus’ compassion for the vulnerable, his willingness to forgive and eliminate guilt, his openness to hear our prayers. He demonstrated his compassion for children, who were largely neglected in his day. Today we want to focus on our children and how we have to protect them from harm and especially sexual abuse.  That is my topic today.

Sexual abuse of children is a difficult topic, and you might well ask “Why are we talking about that?” Of course, we have heard a lot about sexual abuse of children by priests. It has been and continues to be a travesty and our hearts go out to so many victims of clerical abuse. 

But, in fact, sexual abuse of children is much more common than that committed by priests. Studies show that sexual abuse of children by adults or by other children is an enormous problem: 1 of every 4 girls and 1 of every 7 boys under the age of 18 suffer sexual abuse in our country.  Let me repeat: 1 of every 4 girls and 1 of every 7 boys are victims of sexual abuse.  Estimates are that there are more than 60 million survivors of childhood sexual abuse in America today.  Statistically, that means some of you here today were sexually abused as children; our heart goes out to you.  We want to help any victim to heal from the abuse and prevent the abuse from happening to our children today.
Let us be clear about what sexual abuse involves. It includes:
1. Physical sexual touching of any kind of a child’s genitals.
2. Showing of genital parts, even without physical contact, as well as obscene telephone conversations, excessive curiosity or conversation about another’s sexual organs.

Studies indicate that an abuser can be any person, man or woman, teen or adult, probably 

someone trusted, such as a family member, neighbor or baby sitter, and as we painfully have heard in recent years, even clergy.  9 out of 10 abused children know their abuser, and 40% of sexual abusers, nearly half, are themselves under age 18.  
We have all heard the devastating effects sexual abuse has on its victims.  An abused person suffers psychological trauma that often lasts a lifetime.  They may experience intense shame, anxiety, poor self-esteem, loneliness, self-hatred, a sense of being dirty, distrust of others, anger, rejection, and fear.  And many feel guilty, thinking they either caused the abuse or because they provoked a huge family problem because they reported it. 
Severe behavioral problems may also result from sexual abuse at a young age, such as, excessive timidity or aggressive behavior, problems in school, withdrawal, lack of concentration and nightmares. Children who have been sexually abused are more likely to abuse alcohol and drugs, attempt suicide, develop eating disorders, and become sexually active during adolescence.  Many victims fail to develop healthy personal relationships or sexual intimacy as an adult.  Some victims will become overly sexually active or promiscuous, while others may become sexually non functional.  Many victims become sexual abusers of children themselves. 

When we hear victims making accusations about their abusers many years after the abuse took place, we wonder: why did they wait so long?  In fact, the terrible symptoms just mentioned may not appear until later in life because the memory of sexual abuse is often submerged into the subconscious and appears only later, perhaps in midlife, when it emerges often as depression.
Once children give an indication, even the slightest, that sexual abuse has occurred, we must believe them.  This acceptance of the word of a child becomes particularly difficult when the accused is a family member or friend.  Often there is a tendency to disbelieve the child, or even accuse him or her of having invited the improper touches.  We must remember that a child is never responsible for the sexual abuse she or he suffers.  

(provide your own example) I’ll tell you a story about one case. A daughter reported to her mother that her stepfather had touched her inappropriately. The mother wanted to believe her child’s story, but she lacked the courage to act in her defense.  She feared that if she reported her husband, she would lose her source of emotional as well as economic support for the family.  She did confront her husband, but he denied having improperly touched his stepdaughter. The mother warned him but decided to forgive him and trust he would never do it again.  She never reported his abuse.  She couldn’t face being alone.  She made a difficult decision. She chose her own security over her daughter’s safety. This unfortunate choice happens all too frequently – and with devastating consequences for the child. The daughter’s relationship with her mother was never again the same. The mother saved her relationship with her abusive husband but she lost a trusting relationship with her daughter. The daughter thought that either her mother had not believed her or had chosen not to protect her. The trust between parent and child is gone.
When parents do not believe their children or do not act to protect them, the children are devastated. They may think no one will ever believe or support them.  Abused children struggle with guilt and shame; they are confused and wrestle with fear and anxiety.  In order to survive, they suppress their feelings and the memory of the abuse.  But the memory of sexual abuse is never erased; it most certainly will raise its ugly head and traumatize the victim later in life. If we discover child sexual abuse in our family or school, we must believe the children and take immediate action to protect them, no matter what the consequences. We need to report the abuse to the state.
How can we best protect our children? We do it by preparing for the possibility of being accosted. How can we do this?
· We need to teach our children about the sacredness of their body, and that no one has the right to see or touch their private parts.  Young victims may not even realize they have been abused sexually, unless they are prepared to recognize it.  Studies confirm that when schools teach children about how to prevent sexual abuse, the number of reported cases of abuse rises dramatically because abused children become aware of what is happening to them. 
· We need to instruct our children about how to distinguish between good and improper touches and make sure our schools do the same.

· We should instill in our children the confidence to tell us when they feel someone has made improper advances or made them feel strange or fearful.  We remember Jesus’ words: “Suffer the children to come unto me.”  We must listen closely to their expressions of uneasiness about others; these feelings might be the sign for us to act to protect our children from abuse.  

· Let’s be sure our children understand that if something were ever to happen to them, it would never be their fault.  No matter what happens, we will not judge them.
· We need to know where our children are and with whom. With whom do they play, what does their babysitter do with them?  Nearly all child sexual abuse is perpetrated by persons known to the abused child, and parents must instill stronger trust with their children than the abuser might have.  
· Let’s talk to our children about the danger of keeping certain kinds of secrets from us. Studies show that the vast majority of children victims initially deny they have been abused. Nearly half of those sexually abused tell no one about it until they are adults. Many never reveal what happened to them.  Thus, establishing trust and good communication with our children is extremely important.
· Finally, let’s talk about this topic with our children, not just once, but repeatedly.  They need to be reminded of our concern for their safety and our willingness to listen to them. 
When child abuse does occur, it is most important to act promptly.  Early detection is critical. The sooner a child receives treatment for sexual abuse, the faster and greater chance of his or her recovery. A swift response also instills confidence in the child; we should be definite and clear that the child comes first; she is believed; he is protected.  Do not minimize the abuse, thinking that it was only a simple touch, that the child will forget it if we don’t make a big deal of it, that because we warned the abuser, he will not do it again. 

Should we be compassionate to sexual abusers?  Of course, we should. But child sexual abusers tend to be habitual offenders. If we do not report them, even one offense, they may move on to abuse other children. They themselves need help in dealing with their disorder. By reporting them to the authorities, we not only demonstrate to our children that we are concerned for their safety, but we will also help their abusers find treatment.
Conclusion:
We are called to live the life of Jesus, to do his works.  That means we show his compassion for the vulnerable, the poor, the oppressed.  When we work to protect children from sexual abuse, we are doing the works of Jesus. He would be strong and forthright. He would defend the weak and defenseless. They are our priority. Let us talk to our children and help them understand that no one should abuse them and they can always trust us because we will always believe them and defend them. That is the way of Jesus. 
