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Florida blshop admits abuse of minor; resigns

By Janet Shelton
Catholic News Service

PALM BEACH GARDENS, Fa. — Palm
Beach Bishop Anthony J. O’Connell said
his misconduct more than 25
while counseling a high school student -
actions for which he submitted his resig-
nation to Pope John Paul I - has haunt-
ed him even as it shaped his ministry

“It always hung over me,” the bishop
said at a 40-minute press conference
March 8. “I don't think I have ever
preached without being conscious (of it).
I certainty have been powerfully motivat-
ed in my preaching.”

Christopher Dixon, a former pnest,
sparked the bishop’s decision to resign
when he told a reporter from the St. Louis
Post-Dispatch that he was 15 and in the
ninth grade at St. Thomas Aquinas Sem-
inary in Hannibal, Mo., when he sought
counseling with then Father O’Connell,
who was the seminary rector.

Dixon said that relationship became an
opportunity for the priest to molest him.
He said he and the priest would lic naked
mbednextwmhothuandthepnw
would touch him i riately.

Bishop O’Connell said he touched the
boy. but it was a part of counseling some

nsidered acceptable in the 1970s. He said
h:s intent was to help the boy, not hurt him,
but he should have known better.

“Foolishly and stupidly and naively, I at-
tempted to work with him to help him to
deal with his problems,” Bishop O’'Connell
said. “T've always been a er. T've al-
ways ‘been one who thought he could
change things, always. I think that’s part of

my strength. But I also preach that in our
suength always lies also the potential for
our greatest weaknesses and
was as wrong as could be in taking that kmd

Bishop Anthony J. O'Connell of Palm Beach, Fla.,, answers questions during a
press confersnce in Paim Beach Gardens March 8. The bishop submitted his

Lannis Waters/CNS

resignation after acknowledging sexual misconduct with a teenage seminarian
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of an approach.”

In September 1988 Blshop O’Connell
became bishop of Knoxville, Tenn. In 1996,
the Diocese of Jefferson City, Mo., in which
the seminary was located, paid Dixon
$125,000 in a settiement that was kept con-
fidential at Dixon's request.

In June 1998 Bishop J. Keith Symons ad-

resigned as bishop of Palm

Beach. The following January, Bishop O™

Connell was installed as his successor.

Bishop O'Connell said that when he was
asked in November 1998 wo replace Bishop
Symons, he didn’t tell anyone that he, wo,
had been accused of sexual misconduct ~
a decision he said he now regrets.

love—and His peace.

\_

~Getting into one of the boats, Jesus sat down
and began to teach the people. (Luke 5:3)~

ust as Jesus taught Simon Peter, the fisherman,

how to be a”fisher of men,” so this missionary
priest and others like him, continue to follow in
the footsteps of Jesus and His disciples. They
bring the hope of salvation to young people, such
as those in Liberia, whose lives are marked by
suffering and uncertainty—children who've lived
for years with civil strife. Through this priest’s
words and witness, they come to know of Jesus’

Your Lenten sacrifice would be a blessing for the
Church in Liberia and throughout the Missions.
Won't you please help?
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“1 thought this incident was settled to
everybody's satisfaction and it was sealed,
(although) I would always be aware and
conscious and would always do penance for
it, and it would always color my approach
to things. Nevertheless, I didn’t bring it up
at the time.”

Although Bishop O’Connell and Dixon
do not disagree on what happened more
than 20 years ago, they have very different
opinions on what it meant.

“There was nothing in the relationship
that was anything other than touches,”
Bishop O'Connell said. “There was noth-
ing beyond that, not.hing of any sexual na-
ture beyond that. So in the o un-
derstanding of sexual activity, there wasn't,
and I certainly want to make sure that my
people know that.”

Bishop O’Connell also apologized at the
press conference.

“I am truly, deeply sorry for pain, hur(,

and confusion that will result from all
of this,” he said. “And then for these who
will be angry and for those who will have a
lot of worries and concerns, I certainly ask
for, when the time is right, for them 0 be
able to pray for my forgiveness and pray
‘even for the ability themselves to forgive
me.”

Bishop O'Connell said Dixon’s contin-
ued suffering is particularly troubling. He
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APRIL 16* - Joy of Spring Corncert with
Canada’s Famous Singing Priest, Father
Mark Curtis at the Scottish Rite Cathedral in
Harmiltor, Ortario $54 rr

Mother Angelica at EWTN,
Birmingham, AL $565 rr/00

MAY 31* - JUNE 2* - Medjugorie
conference at the Universily of
Notre Dame Indiana $545 rr/po

JUNE 22* - Vatican Exhibil, Images of
Salpation, Masterpieces from the Vatioan
and other Italian collections. Royal Ontario
Museum, Toronto $59 rr/p0

JULY 22 - 23 - National Center for Padre
Pio Pilgrimage, Barto, PA  $335 vr/00

SEPTEMBER 6*. §* - National Shrine of
the Divine Mercy, Stockbridge, Massachusetts |
$316 r#/p0

For more information contact:
LINDA ZALESK1 3

585-544-4694

said he and Dixon were “great friends,”
although he added that the two have not
spoken for years and have had no contact
since the original settlement when he
wrote the former student a letier of apol-
ogy.
“My heart bleeds for Chris Dixon. It
grieves me that he would suffer.” he said.
“We remained great friends afterward.
We have always been great friends.”

Bishop O'Connell told reporiers that
another man who was in a similar situa-
tion as a teen may yet come forward.

“There could be one other person.
There was a somewhat similar situation
about the same time, roughly. I don’t want
to get into it because 1 don’t want (o stir up
anything. I'm just saying there could be an-
other possibility,” Bishop O'Connell said.

The bishop said he hoped that through
everything people would remember that
the church is not about him and his ac-
tions or the people in his office, but about

Jesus Christ.

Earlier March 8, Bishop O’Connell
spoke to diocesan staff and priests in sep-
arate meetings. He submitted his resig-
nation to the Vatican March 7, as the St.
Louis Past-Dispaich was preparing to run
the story.

As he spoke to the media, 24 priests
from the diocese stwod behind him. Sev-
eral religious sisters and pastoral staff
members attended the conference.

Deacon Sam Barbaro, diocesan com-
munications director, said the priests
were eager to show their support.

“The bishop met with the priests this
mormng and over and over and over, one
priest after the other stood up and told the
bishop, ‘Don't resign,”™ he said. “Many
members of the presbyterate were there
andxheybegeddns man not to leave this

iocese.”
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