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Abstract: Spiritual fatherhood is an important concept in
the Christian tradition, especially in Catholicism and Eastern
Orthodoxy. It refers to the relationship between a spiritual
mentor and the devotee or the person in his or her company.
This spiritual mentor is often called a spiritual director - a
spiritual companion. Their task is to accompany, guide and
nourish the faith of their companions, helping them to grow
in spiritual life and become closer to God. This relationship
is based on trust, listening and mutual respect, with the goal
of promoting growth in the spiritual life of the person being
guided.
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However, in recent decades, spiritual abuse has been exposed
within the Church, especially in Europe, which is the abuse
of this spiritual father’s relationship with his companion,
using authority or influence to manipulate, exploit or control
the behavior of the accompanied person. This abuse can take
many forms: psychological abuse, emotional abuse, and even
sexual abuse. These scandals not only concern the actions of
individual clergy, but also reveal the systemic problems in the
Church's handling of these cases. For example, many dioceses
and bishops have been accused of knowing about such
behavior but failing to take appropriate action, and sometimes
even providing protection to the perpetrators. This has led
many believers and outsiders to question whether the Church
truly upholds moral standards.

In the past, especially in the Middle Ages and early modern
times, the Church often prioritized protecting the status and
authority of clergy, even to the point of covering up their
misconduct. Clergy are seen as God’s spokepersons, and their
actions are not merely personal, but are seen as representing
the dignity of the Church and the belief system. Therefore,
when it comes to scandals, the Church usually take a closed
approach and cover up the problems internally to avoid
believers losing trust in the Church. On the one hand, this
practice is based on the need to maintain the authority of the
Church, and on the other hand, it also reflects the hierarchical
and protective nature of the Church’s internal structure. Clergy
often enjoy great power and respect in the Church. Church
leadership often choose to protect them, which sometimes
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means sacrificing the interests of victims.

During his papacy, Pope Francis has particularly promoted
church reform and protection of the weak. He has repeatedly
called on the Church to acknowledge its mistakes and provide
more care and justice to the victims. He also stressed that
clergy should not receive special protection but should be held
accountable for their actions. The practice of humility and
service advocated by the Pope requires the Church to return to
the gospel that centered on caring for the weak, the poor and
the oppressed. This change in thinking is not only reflected in
the attitude towards dealing with sex scandals, but also runs
through the Church’s overall social mission. He has repeatedly
pointed out that the Church should not be an institution of
power but a moral force serving the poor and the weak.

The Church has also gradually introduced more institutional
reforms in dealing with sex scandals. For example, the Vatican
has begun to develop stricter protection policies, requiring
churches around the world to establish transparent reporting
mechanisms and procedures to ensure that victims are treated
fairly. These reform measures show that the Church realizes
that the way of dealing with scandals in the past no longer
meets the ethical requirements of modern society. The Church
must pay more attention to the rights and safety of the weak.
Theologically, the Church has also re-examined its mission. In
the past, the Church often focused on doctrine and authority,
while modern Church place more emphasis on the spirit
of service. The Church places more emphasis on the role
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of shepherds, requiring clergy to not only be preachers of
doctrine, but also to become servants, especially to the most

vulnerable groups.

As the Church’s thinking changes, the voices of victims are
increasingly being taken seriously. From silence, neglect and
even denial in the past to active dialogue with victims and
the establishment of support and compensation mechanisms.
Today’s Church pays more attention to transparency, trying to
regain the public’s trust through institutional and ideological
changes, and truly become a refuge for the weak.

By exploring the concept of spiritual fatherhood in the
Christian faith, this article reflects on the sexual abuse scandal
in the Catholic Church and the serious erosion of trust in
spiritual mentors. The article compares and connects it with
the image of father in Chinese culture. Attempts to clarify
these issues enable the Church to make efforts in restoration,

prevention and reform.

Keywords: spiritual fatherhood, spiritual abuse, spiritual

companionship, sacrament of reconciliation, mercy, forgiveness
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