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Here is the prepared text of the presentation given Feb. 23 by Valentina Alazraki at
the Vatican summit on child protection. Alazraki, a Mexican journalist and writer, is
the Vatican correspondent for Televisa.

Introduction

First and foremost I would like to introduce myself. I am a correspondent in Rome
and in the Vatican for Televisa, Mexican television. I followed the end of the
Pontificate of St. Pope Paul VI, the 33 days of the Pontificate of John Paul I, the entire
Pontificates of St. John Paul II, Benedict XVI and now Pope Francis. I have covered
150 journeys with the latter three Popes.

They invited me to speak to you about communication and, in particular, about how
transparent communication is indispensable to fight the sexual abuse of minors by
men of the Church.

At first glance, there is little in common between you, bishops and cardinals, and
me, a Catholic lay woman with no particular position in the Church, and moreover a
journalist. Yet we share something very powerful: we all have a mother; we are here
because a woman gave birth to us. Compared to you, perhaps I have an additional
privilege: I am a mother first and foremost.
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Therefore I do not feel that I am a representative just of journalists, but also of
mothers, families, civil society. I would like to share with you my experiences and
my life and — if you will allow me — to add some practical advice.

 

My point of departure, motherhood

I would like to begin precisely with motherhood in order to develop the topic
entrusted to me, which is to say: how the Church should communicate about this
topic of abuse.

I doubt that anyone in this hall does not think the Church is, first of all, mother. Many
of us present here have or have had a brother or sister. Let us also remember that
our mothers, while loving us all in the same way, were especially devoted to the
frailest, weakest children, to those who perhaps did not know how to move ahead in
life on their own feet and needed a little push.

For a mother there are no first or second-class children; there are stronger children
and more vulnerable ones. Nor are there first and second-class children for the
Church. Her seemingly more important children, as are you, bishops and cardinals (I
dare not say the Pope), are no more so than any other boy, girl or young person who
has experienced the tragedy of being the victim of abuse by a priest.

What is the Church's mission? To preach the Gospel. But to do so she needs a moral
guide; coherence between what one preaches and what one lives is the basis of
being a credible institution, worthy of trust and respect.

For this reason, in facing criminal conduct such as the abuse of minors, do you think
that to be true to herself, an institution like the Church can have another way if not
that of reporting this crime? That she can have another way if not that of being on
the side of the victim and not that of the oppressor? Who is the weakest, most
vulnerable child? The priest who abused, the bishop who abused and covered up, or
the victim?

You may be certain that for journalists, mothers, families and the entire society, the
abuse of minors is one of the main causes of anguish. The abuse of minors, the
devastation of their lives, of their families' lives, worry us. We believe such abuse is
one of the most reprehensible crimes.



Ask yourselves: are you enemies, as determined as we are, of those who commit
abuse or who cover them up?

We have decided which side to be on. Have you done so truly, or in word alone?

 

Allies or enemies

If you are against those who commit or cover up abuse, then we are on the same
side. We can be allies, not enemies. We will help you to find the rotten apples and to
overcome resistance in order to separate them from the healthy ones.

But if you do not decide in a radical way to be on the side of the children, mothers,
families, civil society, you are right to be afraid of us, because we journalists, who
seek the common good, will be your worst enemies.

I have been covering the Vatican for almost 45 years. Five different pontificates,
extremely important for the life of the Church and of the world, with lights and
shadows. In these four decades I have really seen it all.

How many times have I heard that the scandal of abuse is "the press' fault, that it is
a plot by certain media outlets to discredit the Church, that there are hidden powers
backing it in order to put an end to this institution".

We journalists know that there are reporters who are more thorough than others,
and that there are media outlets more or less dependent on political, ideological or
economic interests. But I believe that in no case can the mass media be blamed for
having uncovered or reported on the abuse.

Abuses against minors are neither rumours nor gossip: they are crimes. I remember
Pope Benedict XVI's words during the flight to Lisbon, when he told us that the
greatest persecution of the Church comes not from external enemies but arises from
sins within her.

I would like you to leave this hall with the conviction that we journalist are neither
those who abuse nor those who cover up. Our mission is to assert and defend a
right, which is a right to information based on truth in order to obtain justice. We
journalists know that abuse is not limited to the Catholic Church, but you must
understand that we have to be more rigorous with you than with others, by virtue of



your moral role. Stealing, for example, is wrong, but if the one stealing is a police
officer it seems more serious to us, because it is the opposite of what he or she
should do, which is to protect the community from thieves. If doctors or nurses
poison their patients rather than take care of them, the act draws even more of our
attention because it goes against their ethics, their professional code.

 

Lack of communication, another abuse

As a journalist, as a woman and mother, I would like to tell you that we think abusing
a minor is as contemptible as is covering up the abuse. And you know better than I
that abuses have been covered up systematically, from the ground up.

I think you should be aware that the more you cover up, the more you play ostrich,
fail to inform the mass media and thus, the faithful and public opinion, the greater
the scandal will be. If someone has a tumour, it is not cured by hiding it from one's
family or friends; silence will not make it heal; in the end it will be the most highly
recommended treatments that will prevent metastasis and lead to healing.

Communicating is a fundamental duty because, if you fail to do so you automatically
become complicit with the abusers. By not providing the information that could
prevent these people from committing further abuse, you are not giving the
children, young people and their families the tools to defend themselves against
new crimes.

The faithful do not forgive the lack of transparency, because it is a new assault on
the victims. Those who fail to inform encourage a climate of suspicion and incite
anger and hatred against the institution.

I saw it with my own eyes during Pope Francis' journey to Chile in 2108. There was
no indifference: there was indignation and anger for the systematic concealment, for
the silence, for the deception of the faithful and the suffering of victims who, for
decades, had not been listened to, were not believed.

Victims have first and foremost the right to know what has happened, what you
have done in order to distance and punish those who have committed abuse. Even if
the guilty party is dead, the victim's pain is not extinguished. Although the guilty
party can no longer be punished, at least the victim, who perhaps has lived many
years with that hidden wound, can be consoled. Additionally, other victims who



remain in silence will dare to come out, and you will promote their healing and their
consolation.

Advertisement

Take the initiative

In Spanish we say that he who strikes first, lands three strikes. Obviously, it is not a
matter of striking but of informing.

I think it would be healthier, more positive and more helpful if the Church were the
first to provide information, in a proactive and not reactive way, as normally
happens. You should not wait to respond to legitimate questions from the press (or
from the people, your people) when a journalistic investigation uncovers a case.

In the age we live in, it is very difficult to hide a secret. With the prominence of
social networks, the ease of posting photos, audio and video, and the rapid social
and cultural changes, the Church has only one path: to concentrate on awareness
and transparency, which go hand in hand.

Report things when you know them. Of course, it will not be pleasant, but it is the
only way, if you want us to believe you when you say "from now on we will no longer
tolerate cover-ups". The first to benefit from transparency is the institution, because
the focus is on the guilty party.

 

Learn from past mistakes

I am Mexican and cannot fail to mention perhaps the most terrible case that
happened in the Church, that of Marcial Maciel, the Mexican founder of the Legion of
Christ. I witnessed this grim case from beginning to end. Aside from the moral
justice over the crimes committed by that man, who according to some was
mentally ill and to others an evil genius, I assure you that at the basis of that
scandal, which did so much harm to thousands of people, to the point of tarnishing
the memory of one who is now a saint, there was unhealthy communication.

One need not forget that in the Legion there was a fourth vow according to which if
a Legionaries saw something he was uncertain of regarding a superior, he could



neither criticize much less comment about it.

Without this censure, without this total concealment, had there been transparency,
Marcial Maciel would not have been able, for decades, to abuse seminarians and to
have three or four lives, wives and children, who came to accuse him of having
abused his own children.

For me this is the most emblematic case of unhealthy, corrupt communication, from
which various lessons can and must be learned.

Pope Francis told the Curia that in other eras, in addressing these subjects, there
was ignorance, lack of preparation, and disbelief. I dare say that there was also
corruption.

Behind the silence, the lack of healthy, transparent communication, quite often
there is not only the fear of scandal, concern for the institution's good name, but
also money, compensation, gifts, construction permits for schools and universities
perhaps in areas where construction was not permitted. I am speaking of what I
have seen and thoroughly investigated.

Pope Francis always reminds us that the devil enters through the pockets, and he is
absolutely right. Transparency will help you to fight economic corruption.

In processing internal information, from the ground up, we have learned even from
various nuncios, and I can testify to this, that there have been cases of coverup,
obstacles barring access to the Pope of the time, underestimating the gravity of the
information or discrediting it, as if it were the fruit of obsessions or fantasies.

Transparency will also help you to fight corruption in the government.

It was also thanks to some courageous victims, several courageous journalists and, I
think I must say it, to a courageous Pope like Benedict XVI, that this scandal was
made public and the tumour eradicated.

It is extremely important to learn the lesson and not to repeat the same mistake.
Transparency will help you to be coherent with the Gospel message and to put into
practice the principle according to which in the Church no one is above the law: we
are all accountable to God and to others.

 



Avoid secrecy, embrace transparency

Secrecy, in the sense of an excessive tendency toward secrecy, is strictly tied to the
abuse of power: it is like a safety net for those who abuse power. Today our societies
have adopted transparency as a general rule, and the public believes that the only
reason not to be transparent is the desire to conceal something negative or corrupt.

My sensation is that within the Church there is still more resistance to recognizing
that the problem of abuse exists and it is imperative to address it with all the
instruments possible. Some believe that it happens only in certain countries. I
believe we can speak of a generalized situation, to a greater or lesser extent, which
in any case must be dealt with and resolved.

Those who hide something are not necessarily corrupt, but all corrupt people are
hiding something. Not all those who keep secrets are committing an abuse of power,
but all those who abuse power are generally hiding things.

Of course, transparency has its limitations.

For this reason, we do not expect you to inform us of just any accusation against a
priest. We understand that there can and must be a prior investigation, but do so
quickly, comply with the laws of the country you live in, and if envisaged, present
the case to the civil justice system.

If the accusation is shown to be credible, you must provide information about the
ongoing processes, about what you are doing; you must say that you have removed
the guilty party from his parish or from where he was practicing; you must report it
yourselves, both in the dioceses and in the Vatican. At times, the Bulletin of the Holy
See Press Office provides information about a resignation without explaining the
reasons. There are priests who have gone immediately to inform the faithful that
they were ill and not that they were leaving because they had committed abuse. I
think that the news about the resignation of a priest who has committed abuse
should be released with clarity, in an explicit way.

In Camera Caritatis, silence on these topics is permissible only if it injures no one,
but never when it can do harm.

Related: Bishops must see press as allies, not enemies, Mexican journalist says

Three practical tips for living transparency
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I have already told you that I think communication is indispensable to resolving this
problem. Now allow me to suggest three ways for you to put transparency into
practice at the moment of communicating about the sexual abuse of minors.

 

1) Put the victims in first place

If the Church wants to learn how to communicate about abuse, her first point of
reference must be the victim.

Pope Francis has asked the participants in this meeting to meet the victims, to listen
to them and to be available to them before coming to Rome.

I will not ask you to raise your hand to see who has done so, but answer silently to
yourselves.

Victims are not just numbers; they are not statistics. They are people whose lives,
sexuality, emotions, trust in other human beings, perhaps even God, as well as the
ability to love have been ruined.

And why is this important? Because it is difficult to inform and communicate
something about which we have no direct knowledge.

In the case of abuse it is even more obvious. We cannot speak about this subject if
we have not listened to the victims, if we have not shared their pain, if we have not
touched by hand the wounds that abuse has caused not only in their bodies but also
in their minds, in their hearts, in their faith. If you met them, they will have a name;
they will have a face, and the experience you have with them will be reflected not
only in the way in which you confront the issue, but also in the way in which you
communicate and resolve it.

The Pope has told us that he meets them regularly, at Santa Marta, that he
considers them a of his priority. You should do the same; I do not believe you have
less time than the Pope.

Remember, transparency is showing what you do. Only if you put the victims in first
place will you be credible when you say you have decided to eradicate the scourge
of abuse.



 

2) Allow yourselves to seek advice

The second thing is to let yourselves seek advice. Before making decisions, seek
advice from people with sound judgment who can help you.

There should always be communicators among these advisors. I think the Church
should have, at all levels, communications experts, and should heed them when
they tell her that it is always better to inform than to keep silent or even lie. It is an
illusion to think that a scandal can be hidden today. It is like covering the sky with a
finger. It cannot be done. It is no longer acceptable nor permissible. Thus, all of you
must understand that silence is far more costly than facing reality and making it
public.

I think it is essential that you invest in communications in all your ecclesiastical
structures, with highly qualified and experienced individuals in order to address the
demands for transparency in today's world.

The figure of the spokesperson is fundamental. Not only must it be a highly trained
individual, but he or she must also be able to rely on the full trust of the bishop and
have direct access to him 24 hours a day. This is not a 9 to 5 job. Everything can
happen at any moment, and at any moment there can be a need to react, although,
I repeat, it would be better if you were the first to provide the news.

We journalists prefer to speak directly with the boss. But we accept speaking with a
spokesperson, if we know that he or she has access to the boss and passes on what
the boss, fully apprised, is thinking.

 

3) 'Professionalize' your communications

In the third place, you must communicate better.

What kind of transparency do journalists, mothers, families, the faithful, public
opinion expect from an institution such as the Church?

I think it is fundamental that, at every level, from the parish up to here, in the
Vatican, there be structures perhaps standardized but very agile and flexible, that



quickly offer accurate information.

It may be incomplete for lack of a deeper investigation, but the response cannot be
silence or 'no comment', because then we will seek answers by asking others, and
thus it will be third parties informing people in the way they wish to do so.

If you do not have available all the necessary information, if there are doubts, if
there is already an investigation, it is better to explain it in the best way possible so
as not to give the impression that you do not want to respond because you are
hiding something. It is important to follow up on the information at all times and it is
especially important to react quickly. If information is not given in a timely manner,
the response is no longer of interest; it will be too late and others will do so, perhaps
incorrectly.

The risk is high and the price of this kind of conduct is even higher. Silence gives the
impression that the accusations — be they true or false, partly true and partly false
— are totally true and that there is fear of giving a response that can be immediately
contradicted.

I have seen with my own eyes how bad information, or inadequate information, has
caused tremendous damage, harmed the victims and their families, not allowed
justice to be served, caused the faith of many people to waver.

I assure you that investing in communications is a very profitable matter, and is not
a short-term investment; it is a long-term investment.

 

Conclusion

I would like to conclude this speech by mentioning a different topic than that of the
abuse of minors, but important for a woman journalist such as myself.

We are at the threshold of another scandal, that of nuns and women religious as
victims of sexual abuse by priests and bishops. L'Osservatore Romano's women's
magazine has reported it and, during the return flight from Abu Dhabi, Pope Francis
acknowledged that work has been underway on this subject for sometime, that it is
true that more needs to be done, and that there is a will to do more.



I would like that on this occasion the Church play offense and not defense, as has
happened in the case of the abuse of minors. It could be a great opportunity for the
Church to take the initiative and be on the forefront of denouncing these abuses,
which are not only sexual but also abuses of power.

As I take my leave I thank Pope Francis for having expressed his gratitude, before
the Curia last December, for the work of journalists, who have been honest and
objective in uncovering predatory priests and have made victims' voices heard.

I hope that after this meeting you will return home and not avoid us, but instead
seek us out. That you will return to your dioceses thinking that we are not vicious
wolves, but, on the contrary, that we can join our forces against the real wolves.
Thank you.

This story appears in the Vatican Abuse Summit feature series. View the full
series.
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