
Dr Margaret Kennedy (PhD) MACSAS Founder, presents at the  
Anglican General Synod 2014 York…her experience of Clergy Sexual 
assault by an Anglican College Chaplain. 

It is NOT “Conduct unbecoming of the ministry…”

It is good to be here today.  MACSAS is 21 years old this year.  For 21 
years we’ve battled not only our own legacy of clergy sexual abuse, rape 
and assault – in most cases we’ve also battled our Churches. 

That is NOT a good indictment of Christianity. 

I remain a Christian, my father was Irish Protestant - Southern Ireland- , 
my mother a Catholic. I have a foot in each camp. I no longer attend 
Church though my relationship with God is good, very good. 

I was sexually abused as a child, not by my beloved father, but by a 
male relative.  I entered adulthood on shaky ground. By age 24 I was 
drinking, taking prescription drugs – too many- overdosing, cutting my 
wrists. I was hellishly confused.  Then what happened?

I met one of YOUR lot. An Anglican priest, College Chaplain where I was 
attempting to put my life together doing a course of study. To be noted 
are these facts: 

• I was a student,

•  I was vulnerable,

•  He was a college Chaplain, 

• He had power, 

• He was a professional,

•  he was offering pastoral care.  

• I was 26years old (approx.), not a child. An Adult in law but not in 
reality. 



I was ‘raped’ by him, not once several times. Penetrative acts, in today’s 
criminal statutes ‘Sexual Assault by Penetration’. He was my Pastor, in 
role as Chaplain, I was student. I was not the only student targeted. 
There were several. 

He is no longer a priest. I made sure of that, but it took about 15 years to 
achieve that. I absolutely believe no man who sexually assaults, rapes a 
woman whilst in role as pastor/priest should wear a collar around his 
neck. 

So what is sexual exploitation AS AN ADULT by clergy? 

Sexual exploitation occurs when a person in authority, in role, as 
Clergy, Minister, Pastor, Sexualises Contact with female* 
parishioners who see his help, for his own gratification’ 

(*can also be male but more frequently female. Female Clergy have been known to sexually 
molest both men and women but to much less degree) 

Consent is not the issue, despite us being adult. Consent is 
compromised 

Within a setting where the woman seeks advice, teaching, or 
spiritual direction of her Pastor/Bishop or her senior/employer. 

Nor is it about MY vulnerability, it’s about what HE, the clergyman is 
DOING whilst in role, regardless of my vulnerability. 

The pastor misuses power and role whenever they sexualise 
contact. It is sexual exploitation of a woman, or man, to whom they 
have a duty of care, duty of TRUST. 

It is NOT ‘conduct unbecoming the ministry…” it is a sexual VIOLATION 
of a woman. He sexually violated me! 



It is the ‘false naming’ which allows Churches (of all Christian 
denominations)  hide the Clergyman and his agency.  It is not an “affair” 
or “falling in love” or “Adultery” or a sin, a mistake, a failure, a boundary 
violation. False naming is ‘Linguistic Avoidance’, a way of avoiding the 
crime. 

How can one name sexual exploitation when the only concept 
available are ‘affairs’ and ‘adultery’. 

The importance of ‘the naming’ of the offence affects our view of it and 
our response: 

Naming affects how the sexual exploitation is articulated and 
responded to; it encodes understanding of power. (Time for Action 
2002:115)

Furthermore Gula (1996) a Catholic priest and moral theologian says:

The temptation to reduce or hide the power gap in the pastoral 
relationship leads to treating it as a friendship. But trying to make it 
a friendship, a peer relationship, only falsifies it’s real nature and 
puts us at greater risk of unethical behaviour (p76) 

So many Bishops have told me in the past how difficult it is to deal with 
because “she’s an adult”. It’s not difficult. It is very clear.

Once the pastor steps over a boundary from pastoral care to intimacy of 
any kind, it is sexual exploitation. Women did NOT seek Sexual contact, 
I did not seek sexual contact. 

My abuser had no right whatsoever to touch me sexually, for HIS 
gratification. He was my college chaplain. Sex was not ‘part of his role’! 

Trying to understand what happened to me and to understand how 
women are sexually exploited by clergy in 2000 I undertook a doctoral 
research. (Holds up thesis) It is entitled:

“The Well From Which We Drink Is Poisoned”

The well from which we drink is poisoned!  



The well, the water from the Church, to nourish us spiritually, WAS 
POISONED! 

I examined the stories from 63 women. (65 cases-two women were 
assaulted twice). By the time of this research I had 200 women on the 
MACSAS ‘books’ who were sexually exploited by male clergy of all 
denominations, one by a female clergywoman (Anglican).  127 of them 
asked to be part of the research. This is a huge number.  In fact 
worldwide research shows WOMEN are 3 times more likely to be 
sexually exploited than children by male clergy. Yet Churches pay 
little attention to our plight. 

Of my sample of 65 cases,the abuser numbers were: 25 - Catholic 
Priests, 25 -Anglican Priests and the rest Baptists – 4, house Church 
leader -2, Methodist- 2, and 1 each of ; assemblies of God, Pentecostal, 
Quaker (Elder), ERC, Other , unknown – 2 

In my research the sample of women believed the clergyman was a 
professional, in role as priest, minister, leader, some were course 
supervisor’s/tutors and three were employers of the women. 

What was quite shocking was that the majority of the women had been 
sexually abused as children, or had experienced, physical abuse and 
emotional and neglectful family upbringing. They often were in abusive 
marriages, where a partner was alcoholic, or mentally ill, or some crises 
was happening such as divorce, a baby dying, children ‘off the rails’ , 
loss or grief when they met the clergyman. 

I was sexually abused as a child. I met my abuser clergyman chaplain in 
the throes of emotional, psychological unhappiness and suicidal thinking 
on a daily basis. I was NOT a happy person, far from it. 

Many clergy used past experiences of women to create a “reason” for 
sexual contact, one that might seem logical to the woman. 

Here are some examples given by woman when asked “what did the 
clergyman say about the sexual contact?”

He said:

I needed to know sex was beautiful and he wanted to show me, 
this was before he raped me (Baptist abuser)



The ‘healing/therapeutic deception’ rationale (above) that sex with the 
pastor would heal you of your hang-ups about sex after child abuse. 
Because ‘my sex is good, holy’ was a common rationale used. . 

He told me what he was doing and what had happened as a child 
was because I had a spirit of lust, and other unclean spirits that 
caused it all to happen.  He was, “having to fight these spirits in 
order to help free me, but some days he failed!”  So I was very 
confused and full of fear. (different Baptist abuser)

This is a rationale falling within a group of statements termed ‘Spiritual 
deception’ in my research. 

The following rationale is the ‘love’ one, which an emotionally needy 
woman, needing love and affection is easily duped by:

He declared undying love.  I was the woman he should have 
married. He was also aware that he was leaning very heavily on 
me as his own marriage was very destructive and he had reached 
the end of his tether with it. (Anglican abuser)

Here the clergyman plays the ‘little boy lost’ role, playing on maternal 
nurturing to rescue him from an alleged ‘destructive’ marriage. It is a 
seductive plea but only manipulation (married clergy rarely left their 
marriages) and many clergy had several women engaged in sexual 
contact at the same time. In fact there was never a case where she was 
the only victim. One Anglican clergyman had 13 victims. 

For many women, no rationale was needed because they were grabbed, 
assaulted or raped. There were 9 women raped in my sample group:

He came in and he seemed more excited than usual, and he 
scared me, because – he was unpredictable, – we were in the 
front room, and he immediately made a grab for me, and 
undressed me, and it was like when I said I felt like a doll, that I 
just stood there and he treated me like a doll.  And he was – he 
was excited and out of control… (nine second pause). (Anglican 
abuser)



Many women in order to deal with sexual exploitation went into a 
dissociative ‘glass bottle’ state. They tried not to think of it, they 
‘escaped’ in their minds and bodies. 

The harm done is/was phenomenal. As a victim you are aware you are 
NOT a child. You blame yourself, you are an adult “shouldn’t I have 
been able to stop it” and by not stopping it you believe you 
‘consented’. 

It is only over time you realise that a) you were a ‘client’, he had power, 
and b) you could not deal with the events due to your own trauma/crises. 

But many women felt long term devastation. 

I will never be normal. (Anglican clergy abuser)
 
[I am] Severely damaged. (House Church leader & Catholic clergy 
abuser)
 
It was a pivotal point of my degeneration as I call it, or 
disintegration. (Catholic clergy abuser)
 
I have been utterly shattered. (Catholic clergy abuser)
 
It’s blighted my life spiritually, mentally and physically. (House 
Church leader abuser)
 
The past overwhelms me. (Catholic clergy abuser)

It took me years, years to overcome the effects of what the Anglican 
College Chaplain did to me. I have met him and confronted him in 
America with a therapist present. The hurt and depth of that harm meant 
I never made any relationships thereafter that might have given me the 
joys of children. I have no children, my greatest loss. 

In order to come to terms with everything I had been through there was 
a special service for me and others sexually exploited as adults by 
clergy in St Giles, London, the service was written by myself but 
supported very kindly by Archdeacon William Jacobs. This was part of 
the Anglican’s church’s compensation package. I needed my story to be 
‘heard before God’. It was called ‘Remembrance & Proclamation’ (26th 
Nov 2011).



There in that service (hold service booklet) I read these words on behalf 
of the many victims, abused as adults by clergy, present that day:

Together we stand, to remember and Proclaim, 
that we did nothing wrong.

.
Together we stand, to remember and proclaim, 
that we are angry.

together we stand to remember and proclaim,
that we cannot forget.

Together we stand, to remember and proclaim,
That justice will come.

Together we stand , to remember and proclaim:

THOUGH WE WERE ADULTS 
WE DID NOTHING WRONG
IT WAS NOT OUR FAULT
WE WILL NOT LET 
GUILT
CONSUME US! 

THANK YOU


