
The Second Sunday of Advent 

Unfortunately, our diocese has made the headlines twice in the past couple of weeks and both stories 

are sad and maddening. It is important to address these issues from the pulpit. I have this adage, “Adults can 

talk about anything. So long as they talk about it like adults.” 

Jesuit James Talbot was extradited from Missouri to Maine to face charges of sexually abusing a minor 

boy on Freeport church property over 20 years ago. Talbot, now 80 years old and an ex-priest, a notorious 

abuser of minors, has served time in prison in Massachusetts and has since his release, has been confined to a 

secured treatment center in Missouri.  

His story was among those featured in the movie Spotlight. That movie presented the background of 

The Boston Globe’s investigative reporting of sex abuse among priests in the Boston Archdiocese and the 

subsequent cover-ups. Those stories, published in 2002, resulted in discoveries of cover-ups in dioceses across 

the country, including our own. The outrage following from both outside and within the Catholic community 

lead to major changes in the way sex abuse is handled. 

Then this past Monday, recently retired pastor Msgr. Michael Henchal was on the front page of the 

Portland Press Herald. Bishop Robert Deeley had spent the weekend addressing Msgr. Henchal’s former 

parishioners in South Portland, Cape Elizabeth and Scarborough.  Bishop Deeley announced the discovery that 

Msgr. Henchal and a former employee were now living together in Texas and that their relationship began 

prior to Msgr. Henchal’s retirement just this past July 1st. The former employee, Kathy Jones, had served as 

Pastoral Life Coordinator for the three parish cluster. 

First things first: James Talbot 

Although James Talbot was removed from active ministry many years ago and also removed from the 

priesthood by the Vatican, there are still some victimized by him that have not come forward to tell their 

stories. Please God, this man will never abuse anyone again, and hopefully has not had a chance to victimize 

anyone for the last several years. This alleged incident was brought forward by a man now in his late twenties. 

This prompted an investigation by the Freeport police department. The resulting indictment brought James 

Talbot to Maine to face justice. 

We know that it often takes decades for a victim of sexual abuse to come forward and tell their story, 

regardless if the abuser was a clergy person, teacher, family member, or stranger. Many never come forward, 

but remain in painful silence for the rest of their lives. The abuse is horribly damaging, leaving victims buried 

with guilt and shame, even though they have done nothing wrong. It often leads to drug and alcohol abuse; 

and can seriously hinder their ability to live a healthy life of intimacy.  

Over the years, parishioners have said to me, “If victims had been silence for so long, why speak up 

now? Why not simply remain quiet and spare the church bad press?” Only when victims come forward does 

the church have the opportunity to transform, heal, and exact justice. The church was not abused when 

victims came forward. Rather, the church was abused when they were assaulted. Young children and 

adolescents are the church and when they were abused, the whole church was violated. Victims need to come 

forward whenever they are ready to. We need to encourage them to speak out as soon as possible. 

Here are three periods of how sexual abuse was dealt with by the Diocese of Portland. These periods 

of time represent the years since my ordination to the priesthood in 1986. These are my own experiences and 

this does not represent any other priests or timelines they may determine.  



1986-early 1990’s: victims were treated appallingly. Very early on in my priesthood, a woman 

approached me with a story of abuse at the hands of a priest when she was a young girl. The Chancery 

treatment towards her was callous and insensitive to her pain and suffering. They exhibited little care about 

her at all. I continually advocated on her behalf and eventually the Chancery agreed to pay for her psychiatric 

counselling sessions. 

In the 1990’s, the Chancery made significant changes regarding victims. They were treated with more 

care and concern. Their stories were given greater credibility. But offending priests were still reassigned 

though after months of treatment at residential facilities. Diocesan officials were still not treating these as 

criminal offenses. 

From 2002 to now, the changes have been revolutionary and extensive. For an institution considered a 

slow moving boat that thinks in centuries, the Roman Catholic Church at least in this country experienced 

rapid, far-reaching and all-encompassing changes. The slow moving boat did a complete about face in short 

period of time. What made this issue different from other issues?  

 Before 2002 but especially after, I have said from many pulpits in this diocese, including the Cathedral, 

“The American bishops finally responded appropriately to sexual abuse in their dioceses not because they saw 

the light but rather because they felt the heat. If not for freedom of the press and an independent judiciary, 

we might still not know the extent of sexual abuse and its many incidences. In other words, ‘Thank God for 

The Boston Globe’!” 

 I can also relate that since 2002, everything has changed, and nothing is even remotely similar to what 

was happening before that. Let me point out three distinct areas. 

 The screening of candidates for priesthood has become more extensive and covering every aspect of 

human development and interaction. Particularly, the process looks for maturity and respect in a man that has 

healthy and active adult friendships. 

 Once ordained, every priest and deacon is held to a strict Code of Ethics determining the proper and 

improper ways of interacting with parishioners, and all people coming into our circle of life. This Code is 

updated from time to time if determined something was not conclusively written or some new situation has 

arisen. That Code of Ethics is taken seriously from Kittery to Fort Kent and every stop in between. 

 Thirdly, every accusation of abuse or violation of human dignity is treated with high and serious 

response. If the charges involve law violations, the appropriate civil authorities are immediately contacted.  

 Finally, although these have all been in place since 2002 and there are national agencies auditing every 

diocese on a continual basis. Our diocese has always received the highest rank of accountability. 

 Secondly, Msgr. Michael Henchal. I will let Bishop Deeley’s letter to parishioners speak the important 

details. “Since his retirement in July, Msgr. Henchal has been living with Kathy Jones, the former pastoral life 

coordinator for the cluster. It is now painfully apparent that this relationship began while they were working 

together here in the cluster.” 

 This has been presented as an issue of “celibacy” and a violation of the promises Msgr. Henchal made 

at his ordination. But I contend this is not an issue of celibacy, and there are other more important issues here. 

A violation of celibacy assumes a relationship of equals, free of any abuse, ethical violations, or breaking trust. 

None of that is present in this situation. 



Healing professions depend on solid professional boundaries governing their relationships with those 

seeking their assistance or healing. Such healing professions include: doctors, lawyers, counselling therapists, 

occupational therapists, etc. This obviously also includes religious and spiritual leaders as well. These 

relationships are of unequal power; whereby the patient, client, or congregation member place themselves in 

a vulnerable state with the professional. Other relationships covered by these boundaries would include: 

teacher/student, employer/employee, supervisor/laborer.  

Sexual relations violate the boundary that fosters healing, tearing down trust. This remains true even if 

both parties are adults, single, or in religions that do not mandate celibacy for their ministers. For example, a 

Methodist pastor, is not bound to celibacy as is the Catholic pastor. But if a Methodist pastor, though single, 

becomes involved sexually with an employee of his church or a member of her/his congregation, that pastor 

would be fired by church authorities. Professional boundaries have been violated. It is always the 

professional’s (doctor, lawyer, clergy person, teacher, etc.) responsibility to maintain the professional 

boundaries under all circumstances. PERIOD! 

Kathy Jones was both an employee working under Msgr. Henchal and one of his parishioners. As such, 

Msgr. Henchal was bound to maintain professional boundaries prohibiting any development of a relationship 

becoming sexual. His conduct is more related to violation of professional boundaries. We need to get that 

right so anyone seeking help can understand the great value of these boundaries. They also need to be 

empowered to leave when any professional acts in a manner contrary to holding these boundaries secure.  

This further weakens society’s need for healing, justice, and healthy human relationships. Most all 

professional organizations have clear ethical codes forbidding such relationships, and they need to be strictly 

enforced. It is always the duty of the pastor, parish priest, minister, rabbi, or other religious leader to maintain 

those boundaries at all costs. The issue of celibacy is unrelated to this event.  

 


