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Shared Mission, Broken Trust:  

A Call for Accountability and Authentic Partnership 

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, esteemed representatives of the Church 

in Germany, partners in mission, 

Let me begin by expressing my sincere sentiments of gratitude to the 

organizers of this online encounter. Thanks to the fruits of human ingenuity 

and technology, we can now experience a new kind of proximity, allowing 

for a meeting of minds across the void, making our world a truly global 

village.  

To all who have contributed to making this online exchange of ideas and 

experience sharing possible and to everyone connected with us today and 

following the discussions, I bring you warm greetings from Sierra Leone, a 

nation whose local church bears the indelible mark of our mutual 

collaboration. For decades, through your dioceses and through aid 

agencies like Missio Aachen, you have been our steadfast partners. You 

have helped us build schools where our children’s minds can grow, health 

facilities where the sick find healing, and parishes where faith can flourish. 

You have been a steadfast presence in our nation’s seasons of despair, 

sharing with us in the revelation of the gospel’s abiding light. This heritage 

of benevolence is real, and it is sacred. For this, from the bottom of my 

heart and on behalf of my brother bishops in the country, I sincerely thank 

you. 

It is precisely because this partnership is so precious that we must speak 

today of a painful truth. A shadow has fallen across this legacy of light. We 

are gathered to confront a profound betrayal: the sexual abuse of our 

children and vulnerable adults by priests sent from Europe to Africa, and 

the chain of responsibility we must, in truth and love, address together. 

While this topic of discussion is not directly tied to the Catholic Church in 

Sierra Leone and my Diocese in particular, my presentation, however, seeks 

to offer some insightful mechanism in the safeguarding of minors and 
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vulnerable persons such as preventive strategies, and if abuse has taken 

place, the mechanism to employ in the handling and management of the 

crisis. 

The View from the Ground 

A foundational doctrine of the Church teaches that a priest is not just a 

man with a collar. He is alter Christus – another Christ. Through the 

sacrament of Holy Orders, he is configured to Christ the Head and 

Shepherd, acting not merely as a delegate of the community, but with the 

authority of Christ Himself, particularly in the sacraments (Cf. Lumen 

Gentium 10, 28). By virtue of his calling, the priest holds the sacraments in 

his hands and the trust of the people in his heart. When that trust is 

violated through abuse, it is not merely a crime; it is a sacrilege. It triggers a 

crisis of faith that ripples through families, villages, and entire dioceses. 

Imagine a young boy, proud to serve at the altar, whose innocence is stolen 

by the very person meant to lead him to God. Imagine his family, torn 

between their rage and their fear of offending the powerful institution from 

Europe that provides so much. This is the double betrayal we face: the 

spiritual betrayal of the sacred office and the cultural betrayal of a profound 

power imbalance. The benefactor became the abuser. In our context, where 

community is everything, this sin fractures the entire Body of Christ. The 

scars are deep, they are generational, and they cry out to heaven for 

healing. 

But let us be specific about the devastation. The impact of this abuse is not 

an abstract theological concept; it is felt in the daily life of affected 

communities in concrete and corrosive ways. The following are some of the 

ways this phenomenon has reared its ugly head in these communities. 

Firstly, there is an Erosion of Trust in Spiritual Authority. The priest is 

often the most educated and respected figure in a village beyond just the 

spiritual realm. He is a mediator in disputes, a counselor in times of crisis, 

and a gatekeeper to education and healthcare through church networks. 

When this figure is revealed as a predator, the very foundation of social 
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trust shatters. People begin to question not only their faith but all forms of 

authority—traditional leaders, parents, and teachers—creating a deep-

seated cynicism that hinders community cohesion and development. 

Secondly, we see the Silencing of Survivors and the Weaponization of 

Stigma. In our cultures, where family honor is paramount, the stigma 

attached to sexual abuse is a powerful silencer. A survivor, especially a boy, 

may be seen as "defiled" or complicit, complicating marriage prospects and 

bringing shame upon the entire family. This cultural stigma is often 

weaponized, intentionally or not, to protect the abuser and the institution. 

The community’s need to maintain a relationship with the powerful "donor 

Church" outweighs the pursuit of justice for one child, forcing survivors into 

a lifetime of traumatic silence. 

Furthermore, it leads to the Undermining of Public Health Efforts. The 

Catholic Church is a major provider of healthcare and education across 

Africa. When a priest who preaches morality is himself engaged in abusive 

and high-risk behavior, it completely discredits the public health message. 

This fosters a dangerous perception of the Church's teachings as mere 

hypocrisy, leading to vaccine hesitancy, a disregard for HIV prevention, and 

a broader distrust of Church-run medical institutions. 

Additionally, the abuse creates Intergenerational Trauma and the 

Fracturing of Families. The harm does not end with the survivor. Parents 

are wracked with guilt for having trusted the priest. Siblings may blame the 

survivor for the family's turmoil and social alienation. This fractures the 

family unit for generations. The survivor, unable to process the trauma in a 

supportive environment, may turn to substance abuse, struggle to form 

healthy relationships, or repeat cycles of violence, thereby perpetuating the 

harm. 

Finally, and critically, this scandal is a Hindrance to Authentic 

Evangelization. How can we, as African bishops, preach the Gospel of 

Christ with credibility and authenticity when the actions of those sent in His 

name proclaim the opposite? It makes our mission exponentially more 
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difficult. Every sermon on purity, every call to trust in God’s servants, is met 

with a silent, communal memory of betrayal. It is a millstone around the 

neck of the local Church's evangelizing mission. 

Therefore, when we speak of this crisis, we are not only speaking of 

shattered individual lives. We are speaking of a poison that damages the 

social fabric, public health, cultural stability, and the very mission of the 

Church on our continent. The wound is not only spiritual; it is a festering 

sore on the Body of Christ in Africa, and it demands not just prayers, but 

urgent, concrete action for healing. 

Unpacking the Causes: A Chain of Responsibility 

The direct cause of this horror is, of course, the individual priest and his 

sinful, criminal actions. But we must look deeper, at the system that allowed 

it to happen. 

There is a pervasive perception in the Global South—one often confirmed 

by tragic reality—that dioceses in Europe, upon discovering a priest’s 

problematic tendencies, sometimes see a mission posting abroad as a 

convenient solution. This is perhaps the most unfortunate aspect of this 

whole phenomenon: to view other people’s communities as a dumping 

ground for problems that the authorities responsible are either unwilling or 

unable to solve at home. This is not partnership; it is a form of spiritual 

colonialism, a phrase powerfully used by the German-based 

network Ecclesia-von-Weltkirche in its 2022 report on this issue. 

This, in my opinion, was enabled by a catastrophic failure of oversight. 

Geographical distance cannot mean moral distance. Bishops and religious 

superiors in Germany and elsewhere in the West have a God-given duty to 

know their priests and to protect the entire flock, not just the portion 

entrusted to their care. This duty, as the preponderance of evidence now 

suggests, was abandoned. 

Furthermore, the very model of aid, built on a donor-recipient dynamic, 

created a culture of silence. How can a local community, reliant on your 
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funding for its schools and clinics, speak up against the representative of 

that generosity? The system itself, however well-intentioned, created a 

power dynamic that shielded abusers and silenced victims. To fully 

understand this, we must confront other, more subtle causes that festered 

within this flawed system. 

Firstly, a Flawed and outdated Theology of Clericalism. A pervasive 

clericalism, which places the clergy on a pedestal and insulates them from 

accountability, was often exported along with the faith. In the African 

context, where respect for elders and authority figures is deeply ingrained, 

this imported clericalism became a potent tool for abuse. The priest was 

not just a leader but an untouchable "man of God," whose actions were not 

to be questioned by the laity. This created a culture of impunity where 

allegations were dismissed as disrespect and an attack on the church itself, 

making it nearly impossible for local communities to challenge a predator 

in their midst.  

Secondly, a Structural Vacuum of Accountability. A devastating 

loophole existed—and in some places persists—in Church governance. A 

priest sent from a European diocese or religious order often fell into a 

jurisdictional gray area. The sending bishop, thousands of miles away, felt 

his direct responsibility was diminished. The local African bishop, reliant on 

the sending institution for personnel and funds, felt he lacked the authority 

to discipline a foreign priest. This created a perfect atmosphere where a 

priest was effectively accountable to no one, operating in a dangerous 

space between two structures that failed to claim oversight.  

Furthermore, the Historical Legacy of "Mission" and Paternalism. While 

we respect the heroic work of early missionaries, the model of mission was 

often built on a paternalistic foundation: the European bringing light to 

"darkest Africa." This unconscious colonial bias contributed to the 

perception that the lives and dignity of the faithful in the Global South were 

of lesser value. It fostered an environment where protecting the institution 

and its European personnel was prioritized over the safety of the local 

faithful. 
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In conclusion, the individual priest's crime is the spark. But it was the 

kindling of clericalism, the wind of jurisdictional neglect, and the dry field of 

a paternalistic history that allowed this spark to ignite into a wildfire of 

abuse, consuming the trust and innocence of wounded communities. 

The Responsibility of German Dioceses and Aid Agencies 

So, where does the responsibility lie? It lies, first and foremost, with the 

perpetrators. But it extends to the structures that sent them and failed to 

monitor them. 

Your responsibility is not merely a legal one, but a profound moral and 

ecclesial one. We are one Church, one Body. When one member suffers, all 

suffer together. 

Therefore, on behalf of the victims and the wounded Church in Africa and 

across the Global South, I invite you to consider these concrete actions, in 

line with the universal Church's own directives: 

1. Full Transparency and Synodality: I call upon every German diocese and 

religious order to open its archives in a spirit of radical transparency, as 

demanded by Pope Francis's Apostolic Constitution Praedicate Evangelium, 

which places the protection of minors at the heart of the Church's mission 

and establishes a Pontifical Commission for the Protection of Minors 

(Cf. PE 78–79). I urge you to cooperate fully with independent, canonical 

investigations in the countries where the abuse occurred. The truth must no 

longer be hidden in filing cabinets in Europe. This is a concrete act of 

synodality—walking together in truth. 

2. A Specific and Meaningful Apology: We need more than a general 

expression of regret. The specific dioceses and religious orders that sent 

these men must issue direct, public apologies to the victims and to our 

local Churches by name. This is a fundamental step in the process of 

healing and justice, a principle enshrined in Vos Estis Lux Mundi. 

3. Comprehensive Survivor Compensation: You must fund and support 

robust programs for survivor care—trauma counseling, medical care, and 
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financial reparations. This is a direct application of the Preferential Option 

for the Poor and Vulnerable. It also heeds Pope Francis's call to offer victims 

and their families “appropriate pastoral care …, as well as adequate spiritual, 

medical, psychological and legal support” (Cf. Apostolic Letter Vos Estis Lux 

Mundi, 2019). These programs must be designed in partnership with us to 

ensure they are culturally appropriate and truly reach those in need. 

4. Reform the "Sending" Model: Implement the most rigorous, transparent 

psychological screening and ongoing oversight for any priest sent to serve 

abroad. The era of simply moving problems must end forever. We must 

heed the call of the Pontifical Commission for the Protection of Minors, 

which emphasizes that safe environments are a universal right, not a 

privilege dependent on geography. 

5. Address the Power Imbalance: From Paternalism to Synodality: We 

must shift from a model of paternalism to one of authentic fraternity and 

synodality. This means including local bishops in decision-making about 

the priests and resources you send. It means listening to our voices, not just 

directing our actions. As Pope Francis has continually reminded us, the 

Church is a polyhedron, where every culture retains its distinct identity in 

communion, not a sphere where all must conform to a single model. 

 

A Vision for a New Partnership 

Dear friends, I am not here to sever our bonds, but to sanctify them. This 

painful moment is a Kairos—a moment of grace and decision. It is an 

opportunity to build a new partnership, not of donor and beggar, but of 

brother bishops and equal disciples in one, holy, catholic, and apostolic 

Church. 

In this new partnership, the flow of grace must be mutual. You have 

resources and theological depth. But we in the Global South have a vitality, 

a resilience, and a communal faith born of adversity that can offer a 

powerful witness to a Church in Europe that often feels weary. We have 
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much to learn from one another, but only if we meet in truth and equality, 

as called for by the ongoing Synod on Synodality. 

Conclusion 

So, I conclude with a plea from the heart. Do not hear my words as an 

attack from the outside. Hear them as a cry from within the same Body. We 

are your brothers and sisters. The wounds inflicted by a son of Germany 

upon a child of Africa are wounds on the flesh of Christ Himself. 

Let us, together, have the courage to cleanse these wounds, to hold the 

guilty accountable, and to rebuild a Church where mission truly means self-

emptying service, and where partnership is truly founded on love in truth. 

Let us pray. 

Heavenly Father, Your Son Jesus said, "Let the children come to me”. 

He embraces all who have been betrayed and abused by your 

ministers. He heals their deep wounds. Grant the perpetrators and 

those who enable them the grace of true repentance. And guide Your 

Church, our Mother, to be a place of justice, safety, and authentic love 

for all. We ask this through Christ, our Lord. Amen. 

Thank you!!! 

  




