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One thing that I’d like to discuss today is…



Universal Guidelines 
Framework



Vos Estis Lux Mundi

“any person in a state of infirmity, physical or mental 
deficiency, or deprivation of personal liberty which, in fact, 
even occasionally, limits their ability to understand or to 
want or otherwise resist the offence.”



Archdiocese of San 
Francisco’s definition:
A Vulnerable Adult is defined as a person 
18 years or older who is physically, 
mentally, or emotionally impaired, whether 
temporary or long-term, or that is disabled, 
or that is otherwise unable to function in 
one or more ways that results in an 
impaired ability to respond as a typical 
adult is expected to function.  A Vulnerable 
Adult may also be someone who comes for 
Spiritual Direction and confession, 
depending on that person’s mental, 
emotional, or psychological frame of mind 
at the time, as well as upon his or her 
physical condition.



definition, part II:

This includes, but is not limited to, individuals

• of diminished capacity to consent due to age, illness, or disability
• in crisis, seeking pastoral, spiritual, or emotional support
• reliant upon another person for emotional, psychological, physical, or spiritual care or support
• in a context of positional power imbalance, unable to give free, informed consent (parishioner, staff member, 

ministry recipient or participant, spiritual directee, pastoral counselee, seminarian, supervisee…)
• in a context of personal power imbalance (poverty, financial dependence, anxiety, depression, abuse, loss, 

trauma, immigration status, maturity…)
• in a spiritual power imbalance, having sought the expert spiritual advice from the person representing 

faith/spirituality/God
• who are subject to a special relationship of power and/or dependence which can exist in a pastoral context
• who sought safety in the ministerial role of the priest (though they may not even be Catholic or a parishioner)
• who received professional help and support from the priest – even without knowing his role, his status, his 

function, his priestly promises, etc.



definition, part III:

A Vulnerable Adult can be anyone who 
is in a care-giving or ministerial 
relationship with another person 
where there is a presence of unilateral 
power. Despite the age, consent, and 
disposition of an adult in this type of 
relationship, the adult who is 
ministering is always responsible to 
uphold professional boundaries. 
Individuals approaching others for help 
are always vulnerable in this regard.



Universal Guidelines Framework

• Developed by the Pontifical Commission for the 
Protection of Minors.

• A mandate for 10 universal guidelines to be put in 
place in every single worldwide jurisdiction within the 
Church.

• Similar to what we know and have been doing:

• leadership committed to safeguarding

• pastoral care for survivors

• guidelines for responding

• contextualizing safeguarding within a culture

• ongoing education and formation



Why it is significant: UGF 
definition of abuse 
includes both adults and 
minors.







Trends



Spiritual abuse
Sr. Theresa





From the UGF



Power 
Differential



Discussion: 
what does this mean for your 
ministry to survivors? For your 
institute’s policies?
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