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Diocese Will Soon Transition to VIRTUS System for 

Safe Environment Tracking and Documentation 
 

In the coming months, the Diocese 

of Wheeling-Charleston will 

transition to the VIRTUS platform 

for tracking and documenting Safe 

Environment compliance. 

Presently, the diocese uses the 

ParishSoft Safe Environment 

Program Manager to document 

completion of awareness training, 

background checks, and receipt of 

policy forms for employees and 

volunteers. The diocese will 

continue to use the ParishSoft 

system for purposes of census, 

offering, attendance, and 

sacraments, etc. However, the 

tracking and documentation for 

Safe Environment will transition to the VIRTUS platform. As you know, VIRTUS already is our awareness 

training provider.  Over the past few years, our local level parish and school Safe Environment coordinators 

have encountered difficulty using the ParishSoft Safe Environment Program Manager. Our hope is that this 

transition to VIRTUS as a comprehensive Safe Environment solution will, in many ways, ease the burden on 

our staff at the parish and school level when it comes to tracking and documenting Safe Environment 

compliance. The Office of Safe Environment will be announcing some information sessions via Zoom, and, 

when the time comes, there will be training opportunities for the VIRTUS system.  

 

Investigations Help Restore Trust and Promote Healing 
By Leslie Zieren, Esq. 

As publicity spotlights child sexual abuse, society has grown interested in the Church’s efforts to prevent and 

respond to allegations. This interest is shared by and reflected in the United States Conference of Catholic 

Bishops’ Charter for the Protection of Children and Young People (2002), which sets forth a multi-faceted 

commitment: 

 

-To promote healing and reconciliation with victims/survivors of sexual abuse of minors, 

-To guarantee an effective response to allegations of sexual abuse of minors, 

-To ensure the accountability of Church procedures, and 

-To protect the faithful in the future. 

 

A program of effective tools for healing past sexual abuse and for preventing future abuse can rebuild trust 

and confidence. A quality investigation of allegations of child sexual abuse is one such tool.  
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While allegations can create high stake concerns—safety of children, trauma to victims/survivors, families 

and faith communities, and false accusations—skillful investigations are one of the pathways to treatment, 

healing, prosecutions, and protection from future abuse. 

 

Quality, skillful investigations require committed, trained, and experienced investigators. These professionals 

manage a variety of challenges, including: 

 

Learning to elicit accurate information from children and 

adults without leading the witness to a response. 

 

-Distinguishing facts from opinions and interpretations. 

-Accurately interpreting the behavior of witnesses. 

-Managing documents. 

-Maintaining appropriate confidentiality. 

-Managing the interplay between canon law and civil law. 

-Managing their own, personal emotions and biases. 

-Child protection agencies in most states require people to report child sexual abuse allegations to state 

authorities. State authorities will then conduct their own investigation. Even so, after a state investigation is 

complete, church investigators should conduct a thorough, independent investigation of allegations. 

 

An internal investigation process can help support the Church’s commitments for prevention and response.  

 

Those commitments include: 

-Enhancing public awareness and understanding of the scope of child sexual abuse and other sexual 

misconduct, 

-Protecting both victims and the accused by distinguishing between valid and false accusations, 

-Helping restore trust and promote healing, 

-Establishing a model protocol for managing other wrongdoing in the Church or religious workplace—

wrongdoing such as sexual harassment, theft, or discrimination, and 

-Supporting the Church’s effort to be accountable to the people it serves. 

 

The essence of an effective investigation—a valuable tool for appropriately dealing with allegations of child 

sexual abuse and other workplace wrongdoings—can be summed up in a simple scripture, John 8:32: “Then 

you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free." 

 
The information and opinions provided on The Virtus® Forum are for educational purposes only. No attorney-client privilege or any other privilege granted 

under law is intended. Users who seek legal or other professional advice do so at their own risk. This article is the copyrighted property of National Catholic 

Services, LLC (National Catholic), all rights reserved, and is republished here with National Catholic's permission. It originally appeared on the VIRTUS 

Online™ website as continuing training for adults at www.virtus.org. For more information about VIRTUS Online or other VIRTUS® products and services, 

please call 1-888-847-8870 or email helpdesk@virtus.org. 

 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

Clergy-Abuse Survivors Weigh In on Child Protection Efforts 
By Teresa Pitt Green 

In 2017, The Healing Voices Magazine, founded and edited by an online community of Catholic clergy-abuse 

survivors, conducted a survey of those readers who were abused by priests or who were family members of clergy-

abuse survivors. The stated goal was to articulate ways for the Church to improve its outreach to survivors. Questions 

specifically addressed the survivor healing Masses, prayer services, discussion groups, presentations, healing gardens 

and diocesan safe environment programs—which are outlined below.  

 

Survey results revealed how the Church's efforts at healing and reconciliation were viewed as going well, and 

sometimes falling short, and allow for improvements in outreach to those in need. What is clear is that there is a 

foundation on which to build now. Other results may be particularly helpful for caring adults who are involved in 



protecting children from abuse, because one trend in responses 

ended up being a testimony about how efforts to help clergy-

abuse survivors also offer some of the best ways to advance the 

cause of child abuse prevention.  

 

Not surprisingly, the survey found that the priority for all 

survivors, without exception, was that no child would suffer the 

abuse we endured as minors. Most survivors were familiar with 

the goals of diocesan child abuse professionals working within 

the Church and shared the strong view that their work needed to 

be supported and empowered fully to advance child protection guidelines, such as those found within the Charter for 

the Protection of Children and Young People (Charter). Relatedly, a shared priority for all survivors was the 

importance of a credible and active diocesan safe-environment program to ensure the safety of children.  

 

Among various options in survivor outreach, Masses for healing 

were favored by those survivors and family members who had 

managed to stay Catholic after clergy abuse (there are many of us). 

Some dioceses schedule these regularly. Many of the survey 

respondents disclosed receiving a sense of healing in these Masses. 

Some survivors felt the need to "work up to" attending Masses in 

order to de-sensitize their memory triggers; even if they helped 

plan for a Mass they might not attend "this year." A few took 

comfort in knowing the Mass was happening but did not intend to 

attend it, having not been back inside a church in years.  

 

Prayer services were favored by those survivors and family members who had left the Church or who were more 

comfortable in less formal, lengthy and crowded services. Whereas Masses tend to be at the diocesan level, prayer 

services are almost all held within parishes or parish clusters. So, prayer services, survivors reported, when handled 

adeptly, provided healing experiences while also connecting parishes to healing as communities and to the inspiration 

of survivors' resilient faith.  

 

Discussion groups seemed to be an anchor for most 

survivor communities, but pitfalls were reported by 

survivors. In general, discussion groups for clergy-

abuse survivors vary in format and structure. Some 

follow a methodology for process, others proceed as a 

dinner and evening gathered in a retreat house living 

room. Survivors reported how this type of activity 

engaged parishioners or a retreat house in the issue of 

abuse and, by motivating these participants, opened a 

door for a follow-up evening promoting child 

protection or for a similar presentation.  

 

Less commonly reported were parish events which 

were geared toward promoting the idea of child 

protection. Survivors recounted their diocesan contacts 

as discouraging the idea, but in the one instance where the survivor was in the lead of organizing the event—and spoke 

at the prayer service—the program was highly successful. In that case, the parish annually now holds a prayer service 

during April, the National Child Abuse Prevention month, in which blue pinwheels are planted in public areas as part 

of the national gesture to prevent child abuse. At this prayer service, information is provided about child protection 

programs within the Church but also about child protection facts every person should know. Survivors viewed it as a 

community service by the parish. 

 

Survivors also offered some valuable tips for how to make these events less difficult for Catholics who are not familiar 

with the issue of child sexual abuse. One is that, rather than ask children or parents to sit through a speech about abuse 

within the context of a prayer service or larger event, the prayers and material should focus on the intention of 

celebrating children and teens' well-being, growth and dignity. They thought that by taking the positive approach, more 



would attend, fewer would leave troubled, and the child or teen that no one knows is suffering would receive the most 

important message of all. 

 

Survivors' survey responses also highlighted an important issue when managing a growing survivor community. As 

background, every diocese in the United States has a victim assistance program geared to provide outreach to victims 

of clergy sexual abuse. Some dioceses have opened up their survivor programs to all survivors of abuse, not just abuse 

by clergy or others with authority in the Church. Survey results described these newcomer members as less versed in 

the facts of child protection already established in the Church—or even more generally—and this lack of knowledge 

reportedly had created some strain between members in merged groups. The suggestion was to offer a presentation on 

the topic of what the Church is doing to protect children, to be sure all members of the group share the same 

knowledge base.  

 

Most survivors acknowledged that 

healing gardens or other memorial 

sites seem to attract controversy, 

but they liked the idea of 

participating in creating that space 

nevertheless. They thought opening 

such a garden or place would create 

an opportunity to promote child 

protection as well as inform 

Catholics and others what the 

Charter has achieved in the United 

States. 

 

Based on the surveys and survivor 

responses, below are some items 

that you could personally do to do 

assist with survivor events, which 

can both foster healing and 

reconciliation for survivors, and 

also protect more children: ensure 

that any planning for a parish-level healing prayer service includes input from survivors and have an additional 

presentation on child abuse prevention for parishioners; offer information that empowers action by all who attend in 

terms of keeping children safe. Consider contacting your diocese to see what events are currently on the calendar. 

Make a parish and diocesan call for specific events highlighting the National Child Abuse Prevention Month in April 

that include prayer services and information fairs. Encourage clergy-abuse survivors to become partners in planning 

events and in promoting child protection now in the diocese and in the community, with optional presentation 

opportunities. Create a healing garden or space where anyone in the diocese could drive to spend time and reflect; 

make sure child abuse prevention materials are available there. If your parish doesn't have one, consider addressing 

this.  Keep in mind that your own presence and mindful listening 

could be a healing space for some. Learn more about healing, 

spiritual dialogue with survivors and their family members. Overall, 

efforts to involve survivors in safe and gentle activities with the 

Church to find healing are, in themselves, worthy and essential. Yet, 

survivors saw these events also, if handled courteously, as 

opportunities to involve Catholics in the promise of "never again" by 

providing tools and taking the opportunity to show what the Catholic 

child protection programs are all about. Moreover, in settings such as 

these that disarm defensiveness, information can be provided to 

empower them to make child protection choices in their own lives. 

 

In almost every instance, survivors saw the media as an added opportunity to protect children. Survivors welcomed 

press coverage that remained at a respectful distance from attendees. They all believed that the message being given 

was that child protection matters now, and they valued that message reaching every person in the diocese and everyone 

watching local news. Some reported being open to partner with the Church to emphasize a child protection aspect of 

the event—and to be the best spokespeople, and most enthusiastic supporters for child abuse prevention!  



 

The plus of media is to amplify the message we survivors offer again and again regardless of the type or perpetrator of 

abuse. We are ever aware of the children and teens who are right now enduring abuse. Youth are the most important 

target for the messages delivered by these events to a broader group. In these settings, victims suffering in secret can 

see their dignity and future openly being prayed for by a large community of faithful people. When such a message 

reaches into the shell of isolation that is created by an abuser, freedom and hope take hold. While child protection 

professionals may not be able to quantify this category of success, it is the most important of all. Trust me. I know. I've 

been there. 

 
This article is the copyrighted property of National Catholic Services, LLC (National Catholic), all rights reserved, and is republished here with National 

Catholic's permission. It originally appeared on the VIRTUS Online™ website as continuing training for adults at www.virtus.org. For more information about 

VIRTUS Online or other VIRTUS® products and services, please call 1-888-847-8870 or email helpdesk@virtus.org. 

 

______________________________________________________________ 

 
Why Is There an Office of Safe 

Environment?  
The United States Conference of Catholic 

Bishops (USCCB) requires that all 

Dioceses/Eparchies have in place a Safe 

Environment Program for the protection of 

children and young people. The “Charter 

for the Protection of Children and Young 

People” was adopted by the USCCB in June 

2002 as a response to sexual abuse of minors 

by Catholic priests and deacons, particularly 

from the time period of 1950 to 2002. The 

USCCB established an Office of Child and 

Youth Protection to oversee the application 

of the Charter’s principles and to create the 

means for accountability for ensuring 

implementation of standards.  

 

Reporting 

The Diocese encourages reporting to civil authorities first and foremost if a crime has been committed.  

 

To Report to Civil Authorities: 

Contact your local law enforcement; numbers will vary based on your location. If you believe 

someone is in immediate danger, call 911. 

 

To confidentially report any incidence of suspected child abuse or neglect, including sexual abuse, 

contact the West Virginia Bureau for Children and Families’ Child Protective Services by calling 

the Child Abuse Hotline at 800-352-6513. 

 

To Report Abuse by a Bishop of the Catholic Church: 

The Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston encourages reporting to civil 

authorities first and foremost if a crime has been committed. We also 

encourage utilizing www.reportbishopabuse.org to report. If you have 

reason to believe that a bishop has engaged in sexual misconduct or has 

interfered with an investigation into sexual misconduct, please contact 

civil authorities in the applicable jurisdiction and visit 

www.reportbishopabuse.org.   

 

To the Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston: 

The Diocese encourages reporting to the appropriate civil authorities first and foremost as well as to the appropriate 

church authorities. To report suspected cases of sexual abuse of children by clergy, religious or lay personnel of the 

Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston to the Diocese, please contact one of the Bishop’s designees at 1-888-434-6237: 



Bryan Minor, ext. 263; Tim Bishop, ext. 353; Very Rev. Dennis R. Schuelkens Jr., V.E., ext. 270; or please call the 

Office of Safe Environment at 304.230.1504.  

 

You may also fill out a confidential “Complaint Form for Allegations of Sexual Abuse of a Minor.” The Complaint 

Form is available for download at www.dwc.org, click Offices, then Safe Environment and click the “Download Files 

and Forms” section. It is listed as “Complaint Form.” 

 

To report to the Diocese’s Victim Assistance Coordinator call Dr. Patricia M. Bailey: 304-242-6988. 

 

 

The Three Components of Compliance 

The Safe Environment Program by the Diocese 

of Wheeling-Charleston consists of the following 

three components: 

 

✓ Background Check  

✓ Policy Relating to Sexual Abuse of 

Children   

✓ Awareness training for adults (VIRTUS 

online or live training) 

 

All three components are mandated by the diocese for persons seeking employment or seeking to volunteer directly or 

indirectly with children.  A person is considered in compliance with the Diocese’s Safe Environment Policy upon 

successful completion of all three components. Every year, the Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston - as well as all other 

dioceses in the United States - is audited by the USCCB for compliance with its “Charter for the Protection of 

Children and Young People.” The Diocese also convenes a lay-led Review Board that meets regularly to review all 

Safe Environment matters and ensure adherence to the Safe Environment process, including reporting to civil 

authorities. 

 

Teaching Safety 

A Student Awareness Program has been implemented since the 

fall of 2005 to give children information (appropriate for their age 

levels) and skills  to help recognize acceptable and unacceptable 

behaviors and how to effectively deal with those behaviors. This 

is a VIRTUS program called “Teaching Safety” (the program 

used to be called “Touching Safety” but was updated this past 

year).  The program is taught in Catholic schools and as part of 

Parish Schools of Religion. This program offers lesson plans for 

children in grades Kindergarten through 12. 

 

The “Teaching Safety” lesson cycle for this year is: 

School Year 2021-22 … Lesson THREE and Lesson FOUR … Lesson Three should be taught by the end 

of October. Lesson Four should be taught by the end of the school year. Many of our schools have already 

taught both lessons together. If your parish school of religion or your Catholic school has not taught the 

lessons yet, please proceed with completion and documentation. 
____________________________________________________________________ 

 

O God who is the only source of health and healing, the Spirit of calm and the 

central peace of the universe, grant to me such a consciousness of Your 

indwelling and surrounding presence that I may permit You to give me health 

and strength and peace, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.  

 
(Prayer for Healing #3 – Catholic.org) 

http://www.dwc.org/

