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Insurance can be a godsend. It protects us from the unforeseeable accidents of life. 
No one knows this better than the Catholic Church. 

GuideOne Insurance, which covers over 49,000 churches nationwide, offers in 
their “Cornerstone Plus” package, coverage ranging from protection against theft, 
equipment breakdown, stained glass window damage, and sexual misconduct 
including child molestation for “members, employees, officials, staff, and 
volunteers acting on behalf of the church.” 

Insurance companies for years have provided coverage for child molestation 
because, well, it’s profitable, or at least it was in the days when public sexual abuse 
allegations were as rare as African American NBA players. According to the 
Catholic magazine America, estimates of payments by American churches to 
alleged sexual abuse victims since 1985 could be well over $1 billion, much of 
which has been paid by insurance companies. Insurance companies have 
increasingly grown tired of doling out millions on behalf of an institution that has 
done anything but prevent child molestation. It’s about time. 

How common is sexual abuse in the church? No one really knows, except maybe 
the church itself because it continually refuses to release personal documents 
regarding sexual molestation to the public. 

In 2004 alone, however, more than 1,000 people reported that they had been 
molested as children by Roman Catholic priests. According to the Washington 
Post, of the 1,083 reported allegations, about 80 percent were male and between 
the ages of 10 and 14 when the abuse occurred. In a study conducted by the John 
Jay College of Criminal Justice, since 1952 there has been a total of at least 10,667 
alleged victims, and 4,392 abusers. The numbers are haunting considering how 
many instances of sexual abuse in the ministry go unreported or are swept under 
the rug.   

Currently, the Los Angeles Archdiocese finds itself in a Mexican standoff between 
several insurance companies, including Guide One, over who will front the bill for 
the over 570 allegations of sexual abuse, mostly involving children. To be fair, the 
dispute is actually only over 525 of those allegations during which the church was 
insured. Cardinal Mahoney recently announced that the nation’s largest 



Archdiocese will pay over $60 million in settlements with 45 people, who claim 
that they were sexually abused by Roman Catholic priests in Los Angeles . 

According to reports obtained by the Los Angeles Times, Mahoney allowed 16 
priests to remain working in the church. For this the Cardinal apologized by 
reluctantly paying millions of dollars to the 45 accusers, but he refused to accept 
any admission of blame. “Its crucial that this settlement be seen as what it is: a 
purely business decision by Mahoney, and nothing more,” Barbara Dorris, 
outreach director of SNAP, the Survivors Network of Those Abused by Priests, 
told the L.A. Times. “We must remember that he fought disclosure and settlement 
at every juncture.”   

Mahoney expects that insurers will handle all of the financial burdens of the more 
than 500 unresolved cases. “The task will be for the insurance companies to step 
forward,” Mahoney said in a press conference last Friday. The real task, Cardinal, 
is for the church to step forward and put an end to a practice that has tarnished the 
Church’s once good name, and ruined thousands of lives. 

The problem isn’t just a Catholic one. The Christian Ministry Resources (CMR), a 
tax and legal advice publisher for Protestant churches, released a study in 2002 
claiming that in the last 10 years, there are over 70 allegations of sexual abuse a 
week brought against the church. “The Catholics have gotten all the attention from 
the media, but this problem is even greater with the Protestant churches simply 
because of their far larger numbers,” James Cobble, executive director of CMR, 
told the Christian Science Monitor. 

Protestant and Catholic churches have increasingly implemented policies of 
screening, background checks, and fingerprinting for church staff in order to 
protect against liability and decrease insurance costs. Some churches are even 
beginning to release information of past allegations against its clergymen, but very 
few. 

It is not just priests and pastors, however, who are committing these sexual crimes 
against minors, but volunteers too. Jeff Hanna, executive director of the GuideOne 
Center for Risk Management, recently told the Christian Century, “Some churches 
say, ‘We screen the people that we hire but not the volunteers.’ But if you have 
200 volunteers and five staff people, well, then you are missing the mark, because 
the volunteers often have more frequent contact with kids.” But hey, those pesky 
background checks can be expensive, and take away from funds needed to pay for 
future uninsured crimes.   



The sad fact here is that the church’s recent and limited policies to prevent sexual 
molestation have stemmed not so much out of concern for the children, but from 
concerns over money. As more and more insurers refuse to bankroll the continual 
practice of child sexual molestation, churches, Protestant and Catholic, are finally 
starting to feel it in their own wallets. In 2003, the Boston Archdiocese, after 
paying over $85 million of their own cash to settle sexual abuse allegations, was 
forced to shut down 80 parishes.   

It was not until 1992 that over 100 Protestant denominational leaders even met to 
talk about child sex abuse. “What drove leaders to begin to respond to this issue 
was not the welfare of children,” Cobble told the Christian Science Monitor. “It 
was fear of large, costly lawsuits.” Lawsuits: a fear that knows no religious 
boundaries.   

In the Presbyterian manual “Creating Safe Churches: Addressing Sexual 
Misconduct,” it states, “Adopting and implementing a misconduct policy 
demonstrates that a church is taking concrete steps to practice risk management 
and reduce liability. Constructive measures like background checks and mandatory 
training help protect a church’s exposure. It is always more cost-effective to 
practice prevention.” How much is the cost on a child’s mental health after falling 
prey to sexual, emotional and spiritual rape? With insurance companies and 
lawyers currently present to hide behind, there really is no need to figure in that 
cost. 

The monstrous problem of child molestation has been brought to the attention of 
church leaders for some time now, and yet, they still allow accused priests to work 
with children and remain in the ministry. They still won’t make background checks 
mandatory. They still choose to hire and re-hire known offenders. They still won’t 
release church records and information on past abusers. They still refuse to accept 
responsibility.   

It is only through full financial responsibility and accountability that the church 
will truly begin to realize the full impact of their lack of prevention and action. 
One would think that the crimes committed by clergy that clearly go against all for 
which the church supposedly stands for, would have been enough. But even for the 
church it is becoming apparent clear that only money talks, not morals and values. 

Many insurers have excluded coverage for sexual molestation from their policies, 
but a handful still provide the church with unlimited get-out-of-jail free cards. 
Insurance companies are supposed to protect against accidents, not against known 



and recurrent patterns of evil behavior that the organization insured continues to 
allow. Habitual drunk drivers are refused car insurance, but habitual child 
molesters and the institutions that harbor them, are still not. Oh, the insanity.   

Stop insuring sin. 


