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SEXUAL ABUSE OF CHILDREN AS 
A FORM OF POWER ABUSE AND 
ABUSE OF THE BODY

ABSTRACT

This article investigates the relationship between sexual abuse, power and the 
body from a Catholic theological viewpoint. The article starts with the relationship 
between sexual abuse and power. It is argued that sexual abuse is always a form of 
power abuse. A second step examines the relation between sexual abuse and the 
body. We may not ignore the theme of the body when we speak about sexual abuse 
as a form of power abuse. The article also explores whether the body is a theme 
in recent (theological and popular) literature on sexual abuse. It discusses how the 
perception of the body has an impact on dealing with the body and potential sexual 
abuse. The article concludes with a search for an appropriate image of the body that 
may reduce the prevalence of sexual abuse.

1. INTRODUCTION
2010, the sexual abuse by the bishop of Bruges shocks Belgium. Suddenly, 
sexual abuse is also a reality in the Belgian Catholic Church. However, 
sexual abuse of children happens not only in the church or in pastoral 
relationships, but also within families where adults sexually abuse children. 
As a result of these sexual abuse scandals, pastoral theological literature 
increasingly focuses on the theme of sexual abuse. Some literature is 
general (pastoral) theological literature about sexual abuse (Kiessling 2011; 
Keenan 2012) and about sexual abuse within a church context (Deetman 
et al. 2011; Borgman & Torfs et al. 2011; Ganzevoort et al. 2013); some 
literature focuses on how to deal with, and respond to sexual abuse within 
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a church context (Dokecki 2004; De bisschoppen en hogere oversten van 
België 2012; Scicluna et al. 2012), and other literature focuses more on the 
consequences of the sexual abuse for the religiosity and spirituality of the 
victims (Shooter 2012). This explosion of literature gives rise to a range 
of definitions of, and visions on sexual abuse. I am convinced that sexual 
abuse occurs in those relationships where there is a power difference. It 
is, therefore, important not to neglect the role of power in sexual abuse.

The first section of this article addresses the relationship between 
sexual abuse and power. In addition to power, it is also important to not 
neglect the body in a discussion of sexual abuse. The second section of 
this article pays attention to the relationship between sexual abuse and the 
body. Sexual abuse has, for example, an enormous impact on the body of 
the victim. And the perception of the body has an impact on dealing with 
the body and potential sexual abuse. Certain images of the body are more 
likely to encourage sexual abuse than others. It is, therefore, important 
to rethink the body and seek images of the body that take the body more 
seriously. An appropriate image of the body will reduce the likelihood of 
sexual abuse taking place. This will be developed in the third section of 
this article.

2. SEXUAL ABUSE: A FORM OF POWER ABUSE
Sexual abuse is not only or especially a misuse of sexuality. It is, in the first 
instance, always a form of power abuse (Adriaenssens 2010; Ganzevoort 
& Veerman 2000; Pollefeyt 1998). There is however, no consensus on 
this. Some researchers do not mention the link between sexual abuse 
and power. In addition, many researchers share the opinion that sexual 
abuse is above all a misuse of sexuality (Conway 2010; Grenz & Bell 2001; 
Linnane 2007; Müller 2010; Trull & Carter 2004). They are of the opinion that 
those who sexually abuse children have an immature sexuality, a sexuality 
that is insufficiently integrated in their life or personality, a lack of intimacy 
or a sexual ethic that fails to adequately promote human integration and 
flourishing. Some researchers recognize that power also plays a role in 
sexual abuse, but this abuse of power is, in their opinion, less important 
than the misuse of sexuality. By contrast, it can be argued that the abuse 
of power is more significant than the sexual motive, as it lies at the root of 
the sexual abuse and expresses itself through the body and a misuse of 
sexuality. The power difference makes the abuse possible.

Power is the most important factor in a discussion of sexual abuse; 
a critical analysis of power is thus necessary. First, power is present in 
different forms and shapes of sexual abuse (Ganzevoort & Veerman 
2000:39). This power is sometimes very visible. For example, when we 



Acta Theologica 2015: 1

191

talk about rape or maltreatment of the victim of sexual abuse, in general, 
we agree that power is at work. But, sometimes we do not recognize this 
power, because the use of power is very subtle. When an adult abuses a 
child, there is always power through the adult’s position and possibilities. 
The adult is always more powerful than the child. In addition, the free and 
effective consent, which is desirable in every sexual relationship, is lacking 
in a sexual relationship between adult and child. The child is never in a 
position to truly consent, as children do not sufficiently grasp the scope 
and understanding of the meaning and implications of sexuality. Therefore, 
every sexual contact in a situation where there is an unequal relationship, 
and where consequently one person has more power than the other, can 
be called sexual abuse, because the more powerful person defines the 
boundaries and is responsible for respecting – or disrespecting – the limit. 
Due to the fact that power is not always very perceptible, it is logical that 
people conclude that sexual abuse has more to do with sexuality and to 
give full rein to one’s desires. However, they overlook the fact that one first 
needs to be in a powerful position in order to sexually abuse someone. In an 
equal partner relationship, sexual abuse takes place if one of the partners 
does not respect the fundamental equality between partners and feels that 
s/he is more powerful than his/her partner. It is important that there is 
equal power in a sexual relationship between equal partners. This power 
should be used to respect and to please one another. The equal power of 
the partners also means that, in the sexual relationship, there should be 
free and effective consent between the partners; this is not so in the case 
of sexual abuse, because the perpetrator obliges or manipulates the equal 
victim to have sex/sexual acts with him/her. In sexual abuse, there is thus 
always first power, and this power is used for sexual purposes.

A second reason why we have to discuss power is that the power aspect 
is consistent with the feelings of the child‑victim (Ganzevoort & Veerman 
2000:39). Victims feel that they are powerless and that the perpetrator is 
powerful. By way of sexual acts, the perpetrator may exert power over 
the victim, as sexual abuse affects people’s integrity and intimacy (Farley 
2006:163‑164). The offender touches the victim in the depths of his/her 
being and, as a result, s/he has power over both the body and the feelings 
of the victim.

It is important to recognize the power that is involved in sexual abuse. 
Blindness to ‘power’ issues, in the reflection on sexual abuse, may prevent 
adequate reactions to sexual abuse, also within the Catholic Church. When 
we do not perceive that there is power at stake or when we do not reflect 
on our own power, or where the role is by definition strict and authoritarian 
and there is no reflection concerning this role, then sexual abuse is more 
likely to occur. In addition, the sexual abuse will, in this case, only emerge 
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later. Furthermore, when society does not recognize the power at play, it 
cannot deal with sexual abuse appropriately. For example, the perpetrator 
must undergo sexual therapy, instead of the structures that confer power 
and lie at the root of the sexual abuse, and whereby the sexual abuse may 
still continue, are being addressed.

3. SEXUAL ABUSE AND THE BODY
When we talk about sexual abuse, we may not lose sight of the fact that 
power is involved. But it is also important that we take the body into account. 
During the sexual abuse, the perpetrator uses his/her power to violate the 
body of the child. The perpetrator possesses a physical superiority over 
the child (Demasure 2004:236‑237). The child has consequently no control 
or power over the situation or over his/her own body. The body, especially 
in its sexual aspects, is one of a person’s most vulnerable features where 
power abuse can manifest itself most clearly. The perpetrator takes away 
the child’s freedom of choice over his/her body and uses the child’s body 
to satisfy his/her own needs. The perpetrator not only has power over the 
body of the child at the time of the abuse, but the sexual abuse has a 
lasting impact on the body. For example, a victim of sexual abuse states, 

I wish I could feel good things in my body now, but I guess that’s 
one more thing I’ve had to give up because of my abuse (Holderread 
Heggen 2006:37). 

Sexual abuse has a devastating impact on the child’s body integrity. The 
child has been humiliated, hurt and degraded in his/her body. As a result 
of the sexual abuse, the child – and future adult – often has problems with 
his/her body. Survivors of sexual abuse at times express that they hate 
their body or that they want to destroy their body because of the pain they 
feel daily. Due to the sexual abuse, they often have a negative body and 
self‑image (Haslbeck 2010:87; Holderread Heggen 2006:35‑36).

Sexual abuse always has an impact on the body of the victim. We cannot 
speak of sexual abuse without taking the body into account. However, is 
the body also a theme in recent theological and popular literature on the 
sexual abuse of children by adults within family and pastoral relationships? 
For this article, five books are scrutinised (Dohmen 2010; Goertz & Ulonska 
2010; Müller 2010; Perner 2010a; Verschueren 2010); three books are 
written in Dutch and two in German; three books are more theological and 
two are more popular. Most of these books address the sexual abuse of 
children within a pastoral relationship, because they are recent books in 
the Dutch‑German field. At first perusal, it seems that this recent literature 
does not attach great importance to the theme ‘body’. For example, the 
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word ‘body’ is mentioned neither in the titles, nor in the subtitles or in the 
table of contents, nor even in the index. After a thorough reading, it was 
observed that the body is occasionally mentioned. But it is certainly not a 
hot item in the books, despite the fact that there is, as observed, a clear 
link between sexual abuse and the body. The occasions on which the body 
is addressed can be divided into three categories, namely the body from 
the perspective of the perpetrator, the body from the perspective of the 
victim, and the body as object.

The literature sometimes mentions how the perpetrator may perceive 
the body of the child. We read, for example, that the perpetrator tries 
to justify the sexual abuse by virtue of of the child’s body. According to 
the perpetrator, a child who does not physically resist the sexual acts of 
the perpetrator wants to have sex (Benda 2010:112). According to the 
perpetrator, there is no question of sexual abuse. We also read that the 
intention of the perpetrator is to destroy the sexuality of the victim through 
sexual abuse, both in terms of desire as well as bodily (Dohmen 2010:238). 
The body is also mentioned as the medium used by the perpetrator to 
gradually progress to sexual abuse of the child (Enders 2010:24‑25). The 
perpetrator initially relates normally with the body and seeks, without great 
effort, to extend the sexual frontiers, for example by playing doctors and 
nurses or by doing a ‘quality control’. The body is also mentioned as a 
reason why priests sexually abuse a child. They have had to suppress 
their physicality and cannot deal with it in an appropriate manner (Dohmen 
2010:278). This argumentation assumes that sexual abuse is a misuse of 
sexuality, rather than an abuse of power, as argued in this article.

The body is also sometimes mentioned from the perspective of the 
victim. Victims, or rather survivors, sometimes refer to the body in their 
testimony of the sexual abuse. A victim mentioned that he had the feeling 
that he had to give his body to the perpetrator (Bilgeri 2010:171); someone 
else mentioned that he had the feeling that a spear had pierced through 
his body (Ulonska 2010a:200); another victim stated that the sexual abuse 
had robbed him physically (Verschueren 2010:160). In the epilogue to 
Verschueren’s book (2010:193‑202), Adriaenssens – child and adolescent 
psychiatrist and former chairman of the Belgian committee for handling 
complaints of sexual abuse in pastoral relationships – also mentions the 
body. He argues that the body of the victim bears the shards. For example, 
victims often have no appetite; the history of sexual abuse keeps them 
awake, and so on. However, they cannot leave their body, even though 
they want to do so. They survive as a result of, and despite their body. 
Adriaenssens believes that the recovery from sexual abuse begins by 
granting the body forgiveness for the vulnerability of being powerless as a 
youngster, in the hands of and overwhelmed by his/her perpetrator.
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When the body is mentioned in the literature, it is mostly viewed as 
an object, the third category. We often read that the child is regarded 
and treated as a possession or as a sexual object (Ulonska 2010b:71; 
Verschueren 2010:155). It is through sex that the perpetrator takes 
possession of the body of the child (Perner 2010b:5‑7). The perpetrator 
perceives the body of the victim as a tool for his/her own needs 
(Goertz 2010:139). It has been mentioned that it is important to perceive 
the victims of sexual abuse first as subjects, and not to reduce them to 
the status, role or identity of the victim (Möser 2010:102). Nevertheless, 
we read that the treatment of victims, after they have spoken of having 
been sexually abused, contributes to the objectifying of the victim. Some 
victims in Belgium have the feeling that, once they have told their story to 
the authorities, they become a file, a number and a part of the statistics 
(Verschueren 2010:149). They have the feeling of ‘I stood and watched’.

We can conclude that, in the recent theological and popular literature on 
sexual abuse of children by adults within family and pastoral relationships, 
the body is rarely a theme, yet the body and sexual abuse are closely 
related. When the body is mentioned, it is usually in the testimonies of 
victims and the body is mostly viewed as an object. We can also conclude 
that, if the body is mentioned, the body is mostly linked with sexuality 
and not so much with the power aspect. Nowhere is the power over the 
body of the victim mentioned. Finally, we can conclude that there was 
no real (theological) consideration of the body in the studied literature. 
Yet, this was the case in feminist literature of, for example, Gudorf (1995), 
Isherwood and Stuart (1998), Ross (1998) and the Belgian theologians 
Decoene and Depoorter (2007).

4. AN APPROPRIATE PERCEPTION OF THE BODY
The way in which the body is perceived may influence whether or not sexual 
abuse takes place. In the studied literature, for example, we observe that 
the perpetrator generally views the body as an object, a toy, a consumer 
article. In this way, the perpetrator may feel that s/he is not abusing a child, 
but only ‘playing’ with the body. The perpetrator has a dualistic approach 
to reality and disconnects the body and the soul. By seeing the body as 
pure material, sexual abuse presents no problem for the perpetrator. The 
body is simply something you own, and with which you can do whatever 
you want.

The victims of sexual abuse also use this objectification and dualisation 
of body and soul in the process of dissociation. A victim testifies: 
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The pain to my little body was excruciating when he abused me. The 
only way I survived was to learn to turn off my feelings (Holderhead 
Heggen 2006:37).

Another victim notes: “Since they were usually unable physically to 
escape the abuse, they learned to escape mentally” (Holderhead Heggen 
2006:38). At the moment of sexual abuse, the victims mostly perceived and 
experienced their body as pure, because they felt that only their body was 
hurt and not their person. A victim states, for example: 

I was too little to stop the abuse and protect my body. But I was 
determined he wouldn’t hurt the real me. So I learned how to float 
out of my body where he couldn’t get me (Holderhead Heggen 
2006:38).

The objectification of the body and a dualist approach, where the body 
is perceived as being unrelated to the soul, can be explained on the basis 
of the Christian tradition, on the one hand, and on contemporary society, 
on the other.

In the Christian tradition, one can find a negative association with, 
and a negative appreciation of the body. Through the entire history of 
Christianity, starting with Paul, the body is viewed as inferior, negative, 
sinful and pernicious (Decoene & Depoorter 2006:70‑72). The soul is 
considered higher than the body which, in turn, is perceived as an enemy 
that must be kept under control. The Hellenic thought that places the 
spiritual above the material influences this dualistic thought of body and 
soul in the Christian tradition. During sexual abuse, both the perpetrator 
and the victim use this traditional separation of body and soul as well as 
the objectification of the body. It provides support to the victims who 
undergo sexual abuse and offers the perpetrators a way to easily move 
into sexual abuse. The question can be asked as to whether this negative, 
dualistic view of the body in the Christian tradition could encourage and 
legitimate sexual abuse.

In addition, in our (Western) society, the image of the body contributes 
to incidents of sexual abuse. The perfect body takes an important place 
in our (Western) society (Dillen 2007:157). The body is generally perceived 
in an aesthetic and functional manner and is usually considered an object 
(Burggraeve 2003:380). On account of this liberal vision of the body, there 
is a risk that people assume that they may touch the body of others. This 
vision of the body may also often encourage the victims of sexual abuse 
to blame themselves for sexual abuse. They believe that it is their fault, 
because they have allowed their bodies to be seen. The view on sex in 
contemporary Western society also plays a role in sexual abuse. Due to 
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the sexual revolution, people deal with sexuality more freely, and sexuality 
is related to pleasure. Perpetrators of sexual abuse view this changing 
ethos as a permit to give full rein to their sexual needs. They also assume 
that their victims like it.

In both the present society and in the Christian tradition, a dualistic 
approach and an objectification of the body may encourage sexual abuse. 
This challenges us to find an appropriate image of the body that may reduce 
the likelihood of sexual abuse, although more action is essential in order to 
prevent sexual abuse. For this purpose, we can make use of the insights of 
feminist theology. Feminist theology opposes the dualistic thinking of the 
body and soul and the objectification of the body. It is argued that the body 
may no longer be perceived as something that one ‘has’, but as something 
that one ‘is’. This thought also occurs in Merleau‑Ponty’s phenomenology 
(1945:175). He states that the body is not an object, something that we 
have, but a subject, something that we are. According to him, the body is 
a lived body; it is a matter that we are. The body is more than flesh and 
bones; it also encloses our experiences, thoughts and emotions. Body and 
soul are thus ‘one’ in the feminist view of the body. The soul penetrates 
the body; the body is the ‘soul’ and makes the soul possible (Burggraeve 
2003:383). This is the reason why some feminist theologians use the term 
‘bodyself’ (Gudorf 1995:160; Heyward 1989:40). Unlike a dualistic vision, 
the holistic vision, where body and soul are no longer separated from 
each other, is less likely to lead to sexual abuse. To ‘be’ a body offers 
more resistance to sexual abuse than to ‘have’ a body. To ‘have’ a body is 
more connected with the power discourse, and this gives the impression 
that one has to possess power over both one’s own body and the body 
of another and that one may do whatever one wishes with the body of 
another. By contrast, to ‘be’ a body means that a body belongs to a person 
and that no one else may have power over the body of that person. There 
is a need for a subjectification of the body, rather than an objectification. 
This view can be supported from a Christian perspective. Although there is 
some hostility to the body in the Christian faith, many elements in the faith 
of the Christian tradition can generate a positive view of the body (Dillen 
2007:159). Such reflections of a positive view of the body are to be found 
in, for example, the theology of the incarnation, the bodily resurrection and 
the Eucharist. The body is central in the Christian faith and may be viewed 
as the place where God can be found. This positive, holistic approach of 
the body and the view that one ‘is’ a body where God can be found, will 
reduce the likelihood of sexual abuse.
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5. CONCLUSION
Sexual abuse is always a form of power abuse. The relationship between the 
perpetrator and the child‑victim always involves power. The perpetrator’s 
power reveals itself in sexual acts. We have to be aware of this aspect of 
power in sexual abuse in order to deal with it in an appropriate manner. 
In addition, there is always the (lasting) power of the perpetrator over the 
body of the victim. The body is an important theme in discussions of sexual 
abuse, because sexual abuse has a huge impact on the body of the victim, 
and the way in which the perpetrator perceives the body can encourage 
him/her to sexually abuse someone. A dualisation and an objectification 
of the body may encourage sexual abuse, whereas a holistic view and the 
perception that we ‘are’ a body and do not ‘have’ a body, and that the body 
is the place where God can be found reduce the likelihood of sexual abuse. 
Although the perception of the body may influence sexual abuse, the body 
is not an important theme in recent theological and popular literature on 
sexual abuse of children by adults within family and pastoral relationships.
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