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Written Testimony for Susan Leighnor, M.A. – February 7, 2024 
Senate Concurrent Resolution 24-001  
Child Sexual Abuse Accountability Amendment   

Good morning Madame Chair and Committee Members, 

I am Susan Leighnor and I am a victim of childhood sexual abuse. I am a proponent for SCR 24-001. 

While I was born and abused in Kansas, Colorado has been my home for over 42 years. 

I was born in Hutchinson, Kansas into a Catholic family. My family attended the Church of the Holy 
Cross. I attended Holy Cross Catholic School for first grade, fourth grade and CCD classes. 

This is a photo of me in 1966 when I was 10 years old and in 4th grade. 

Mass was always held in the morning before the school day began. After mass we would go back into 
the classrooms. One day after mass when I was 10 years old and in fourth grade, a boy came to our 
classroom and told my teacher, who was a nun, that I needed to go see Father, Monsignor Irvin F. 
Lampe. It was always an older boy who came to the classroom. He could have been an altar boy.  I was 
led into the sacristy that was to the right of the altar where Monsignor Lampe was waiting for me. The 
boy went back out into the church and sat in a pew just outside the sacristy. As I stepped into the 
sacristy, Lampe was removing the white top he had worn during mass. He then sat down and pulled me 
close to him. He began talking to me about my parents getting a divorce. Lampe would go on to rape 
me.  

After raping me, he held my hands and looked me in the face and told me that I was not going to talk 
about this. He told me this was like confession. We don’t talk about what happens in confession so you 
are not going to talk about this. And if you do, you will go to hell.  

I understood clearly that I could go to hell if I spoke about what had happened. 

At some point, Lampe also told me that he was like God here on earth.  If I was talking to him, I was, 
in fact, talking to God. This concept of a priest being God was not new to me. I learned throughout my 
catholic schooling that the priest was like God. I heard this many times from the nuns when I was in 
school. 
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I still remember the priest telling me to go back to class. So I walked back to my classroom, trying to 
straighten out my underpants as I walked down the hallway. I was confused, angry and unsure what 
had happened. I am sure I cried walking back to class. By the time I got back to class, I would have 
stuffed my tears because the nuns hated it when a child cried.  

I was raped at least three times by Lampe. I know this because the first time I walked directly back to 
class. The second time, I decided to go into the restroom and straighten myself out. Another time, I 
stayed too long in the restroom and my teacher came looking for me. I had lost track of time. I 
remember standing at the sink, washing my hands, and the nun standing behind me talking, blah, blah, 
blah … 

One time when the boy came to class to get me, instead of walking out the door, I summoned the 
courage to walk up to the teacher’s desk and tell her quietly that I did not want to go see Father. The 
nun looked at me and told me I had to go see Father. I told her again I did not want to go see Father. 
And again, she told me I had to go. As I walked out the door, I stopped and looked back over my 
shoulder at the teacher, hoping she would tell me not to go, but instead she told me I had to go, so I 
did.  

The pattern was the same; the boy would come get me out of class and take me to the sacristy. The boy 
would sit in the pew. Lampe would shut the door.  

I remember touching his penis.  

One time, I struggled to get away from Lampe, but a 10 year old little girl is no match to a grown man.   

Afterwards, I walked past the boy in the pew and returned to class.  

Imagine, I was expected to continue learning for the rest of the day after being raped in the sacristy, by 
a man who was God here on earth. Let that sink in. For the rest of the day, I was expected to learn in 
class, have lunch with my friends, and play recess 3 times a day. And act as if nothing out of the 
ordinary had happened. 

I was not the only child who was called to see the priest. I saw others get called to see him. 

I never spoke about what happened to me to my parents, or anyone. Out of pure fear, I did not want to 
go to hell. This fear of going to hell was reinforced in me when a classmate, a little girl, was injured on 
the playground and died a day later. I remember thinking that I could die on the playground. And if I 
died on the playground, I did not want to go to hell.  

You see, the concept of hell being a burning inferno with people screaming out in agony was real for 
me, and I certainly did not want to ever go to hell.  

As the school year went on, Lampe was gone, or at least he was not at the school.  

During this time, there were visiting priests who came to church and school. I was raped twice by an 
unknown visiting priest.  
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Towards the end of fourth grade, after mass, someone came to the classroom and told my teacher that 
Father wanted to see me. So I went to the sacristy.  This time, Father Francis Cox was there. (He had 
said the morning mass before school.)  As Cox sat in the chair, he called me over to come near him. He 
held out his arm and wrapped it around me. Cox told me he wanted to introduce me to the new priest 
who was going to take over when Father Lampe left. He motioned for me to sit on the bench to his left 
which I did. After I sat down, I noticed another priest across the room. Cox then introduced me to 
Father William Wheeler. After introducing me, Cox walked out of the room. I watched him leave and I 
was scared to death. I knew Cox but I did not know this new priest. Within a minute or two of meeting 
Wheeler, he was raping me.  

There was no grooming involved with Wheeler. It was a full-on attack within a minute or two. The 
next thing I remember is Wheeler sitting close to me on my left side talking, blah blah, blah …  I was 
terrified.  

Both Cox and Wheeler were Irish priests. 

As I had done in the past, I went back to class…to learn…to eat lunch…to play recess. 

A day or two later, as I was walking down the hall for recess, I was officially introduced to Wheeler by 
the principal. He was standing slightly behind her as she was talking. He gave me a stone-cold look 
that went right through me, as if to say, I will kill you if you say anything about meeting me before. I 
never said a word about meeting Wheeler or being raped. 

I went to public schools after fourth grade.  

I attended CCD class at Holy Cross when I was 12 years old.  CCD was on Wednesdays after school.  
Early in the semester, after CCD class started, my teacher told me that Father wanted to see me. She 
said I was to go over to the rectory to see him. I had no choice, so I walked over and met with Wheeler. 
I was raped again by Wheeler. Afterwards, I walked back to the school and hid out in the bathroom 
until I left for home. I do not think I went back to the CCD classes ever again. I never told anyone what 
happened. 

This was truly horrific. I was a 12 year old girl who had just begun menstruating several months 
before. Imagine, being a 12 year old girl and having a priest know that you are menstruating. It 
happened to me… 

I repressed all the memories of my rapes by Lampe, Cox, Wheeler, and the visiting priest. Never to be 
spoken of until 50 years later when the memories returned. I was in my early 60s when I first spoke of 
being raped in school. The most recent flashback I had was 5 months ago. My repressed memories are 
the direct result of multiple traumatic events I endured as a child at Catholic school, i.e. sexual assault, 
rape and being terrorized.  

According to the book “Unto Us A Child: Abuse and Deception in the Catholic Church” by Donald T. 
Phillips, Wheeler was known as a problem priest for years. He was a problem priest back in the 50s 
when he was sexually abusing children. Yet, he was sent to Holy Cross in Hutchinson in the 1960s and 
70s. 

As investigations continue around the country and details emerge about clergy abuse, i.e. Colorado and 
Pennsylvania, the Catholic Church was aware of sexual predators for decades in their churches and 
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schools and continued to provide safe harbor for these priests. Their solution to problem priests was to 
move them around from parish to parish and school to school.   

In good faith, my family trusted the church to teach and protect their daughter and granddaughter. The 
education I received from the church/school was not what my parents sent me to school to learn. No 
parent wants their child terrorized and abused the way I was terrorized and abused. 

The Catholic Church and any institution that protects serial sexual predators should be held 
accountable for what happened under their roof.  As in my case, I was raped multiple times in the 
sacristy and in the rectory. SCR 24-001 will help lift the veil of secrecy that only serves to protect 
serial sexual predators, and the institutions and organizations that shield them from accountability. 

According to research conducted by John Jay College, and issued in a report to the United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops in 2011, incidences of sexual abuse in the Catholic Church was 
highest between the mid-1960s and the mid-1980s. 94% of incidences of sexual abuse from 1950 
through 2009 took place before 1990. Any amendment limiting or capping the time allotted for victims 
and survivors to report sexual abuse will, in fact, eliminate the most prolific years of sexual abuse in 
the catholic church. 

Over the last 6 years, I have spent thousands of hours and thousands of dollars reliving the agony and 
trauma of what I endured at school and church as a child.  

All survivors of childhood sexual abuse must be able to find justice for the harm done to them, no 
matter how long it takes for a victim-survivor to come forward. 

For these reasons, I support SCR 24-001 and urge the Committee to vote “yes” to pass this critical 
amendment. 

Thank you for considering my testimony and for allowing me to share with you my painful, 
heartbreaking, and destructive childhood. 

Respectfully, 
Susan Leighnor, M.A.
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https://childusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Whats-the-Cost-of-Child-Sex-Abuse.pdf
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https://childusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Sex-Trafficking-Facts-1.pdf
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https://childusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Sex-Trafficking-Facts-1.pdf
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https://childusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Delayed-Disclosure-2023_FINAL.pdf
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https://childusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Delayed-Disclosure-2023_FINAL.pdf
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https://childusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Delayed-Disclosure-2023_FINAL.pdf
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TO:   Honorable Members of the Senate Judiciary Committee 
 
FROM:  Marci Hamilton, Founder & CEO, CHILD USA; Professor, University of 

Pennsylvania, and Kathryn Robb, Executive Director, CHILD USAdvocacy 
 
RE:  SCR001  
 
DATE:  February 5, 2024 
 
 
Dear Honorable Members of the Senate Judiciary Committee, 
 
Thank you for allowing us to submit testimony in support of SCR001, which will clarify and permit 
the retroactive application of laws passed by this legislature that permit child sexual abuse (“CSA”) 
victims to bring claims for abuse perpetrated while the victim was a minor.  As you know, this 
legislature passed the CSA Accountability Act in 2021, which created a new cause of action and 
opened a 3-year revival window for sexual misconduct against minors occurring between 1960-
2021, including CSA and trafficking offenses.  The Colorado Supreme Court held this necessary 
Act unconstitutional this past summer, holding that the retroactive application of the new cause of 
action was violative of the Colorado Constitution’s retrospectivity clause.  SCR001 will empower 
Colorado voters to amend the state constitution to permit such essential protection of Colorado’s 
children by exposing hidden predators who are still abusing children today.   
 
By way of introduction, Professor Marci Hamilton is a First Amendment constitutional scholar at 
the University of Pennsylvania who has led the national movement to reform statutes of limitations 
to reflect the science of delayed disclosure of childhood sexual abuse and who founded CHILD 
USA, a national nonprofit think tank devoted to ending child abuse and neglect.  Kathryn Robb is 
the Executive Director of CHILD USAdvocacy, an advocacy organization dedicated to protecting 
children’s civil liberties and keeping children safe from abuse and neglect.  Kathryn is also an 
outspoken survivor of child sex abuse.  
 
I. Research on Trauma and Delayed Disclosure Supports SOL Reform for Child Sexual 

Abuse 
 

A. There is a Nationwide Epidemic of CSA Causing Lifelong Damage to Victims 
 
Currently, more than 10% of children are sexually abused, with at least one in five girls and one 
in thirteen boys sexually abused before they turn 18.1  CSA is a social problem that occurs in all 
social groups and institutions, including familial, religious, educational, medical, and athletic.  
Nearly 90% of CSA perpetrators are someone the child knows; in fact, roughly one third of CSA 
offenses are committed by family members.2   
 
The trauma stemming from CSA is complex and individualized, and it impacts victims throughout 
their lifetimes:3   
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• Childhood trauma, including CSA, can have devastating impacts on a child’s brain,4 
including disrupted neurodevelopment; impaired social, emotional, and cognitive 
development; psychiatric and physical disease, such as post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD)5; and disability.6   

 
• CSA victims suffer an increased risk of suicide—in one study, female CSA survivors were 

two to four times more likely to attempt suicide, and male CSA survivors were four to 11 times 
more likely to attempt suicide.7 

 
• CSA leads to an increased risk of negative outcomes across the lifespan, such as alcohol 

problems, illicit drug use, depression, marriage issues, and family problems.8 
 

B. CSA Victims Commonly Delay Disclosure of Their Abuse for Decades 
 
Many victims of CSA suffer in silence for decades before they talk to anyone about their traumatic 
experiences. As children, CSA victims often fear the negative repercussions of disclosure, such as 
disruptions in family stability, loss of relationships, or involvement with the authorities.9 
Additionally, CSA survivors may struggle to disclose because of trauma and psychological barriers 
such as shame and self-blame, as well as social factors like gender-based stereotypes or the stigma 
surrounding victimization.10  Further, many injuries resulting from CSA do not manifest until 
survivors are well into adulthood. These manifestations may coincide with difficulties in 
functioning and a further delay in disclosure of abuse. 
 

 
 

Moreover, disclosure of CSA to the authorities for criminal prosecution or an attorney in pursuit 
of civil justice is a difficult and emotionally complex process, which involves the survivor knowing 

http://www.childusa.org/
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that he or she was abused, being willing to identify publicly as an abuse survivor, and deciding to 
act against their abuser. In light of these barriers to disclosure, it is not surprising that: 
 
• In a study of survivors of abuse in Boy Scouts of America, 51% of survivors disclosed their 

abuse for the first time at age 50 or older.  
 
• An estimated 70% of child sexual assault victims never contact police to report abuse. 

 
• One-third of CSA survivors never report their abuse to anyone. 
 
For both children and adults, disclosure of CSA trauma is a process and not a discrete event in 
which a victim comes to terms with their abuse.11  To effectively protect children from abuse, SOL 
laws must reflect this reality. 
 
II. SOL Reform Serves the Public Good by Giving Survivors Access to Justice and 

Preventing Future Abuse  
 
Historically, a wall of ignorance and secrecy has been constructed around CSA, which has been 
reinforced by short SOLs that kept victims out of the legal system.  Short SOLs for CSA play into 
the hands of the perpetrators and the institutions that cover up for them; they disable victims’ 
voices and empowerment and leave future children vulnerable to preventable sexual assault.   
 
CHILD USA and CHILD USAdvocacy are leading the vibrant national and global movement to 
eliminate civil and criminal SOLs and revive expired civil claims as a systemic solution to the 
preventable CSA epidemic.12  There are three compelling public purposes served by the child 
sexual abuse SOL reform movement, which are explained in the graphic below:  
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A. SOL Reform Identifies Hidden Child Predators and Institutions that Endanger 
Children 
 

It is in society’s best interest to have sex abuse survivors identify hidden child predators to the 
public—whenever the survivor is ready.  The decades before public disclosure give perpetrators 
and institutions wide latitude to suppress the truth to the detriment of children, parents, and the 
public.  Some predators abuse a high number of victims and continue abusing children well into 
their elderly years.  For example, one study found that 7% of offenders sampled committed 
offenses against 41 to 450 children, and the highest time between offense to conviction was 36 
years.13  SOL reform helps protect Colorado’s children by identifying sexual predators in our 
midst. By reviving short restrictive SOLs and allowing claims for past abuse to be brought to court, 
hidden predators are brought into the light and are prevented from further abusing more children 
in Colorado.  
  

B. SOL Reform Prevents Further Abuse 
 
SOL reform also educates the public about the dangers of CSA and how to prevent it.  When 
predators and institutions are exposed, particularly high-profile ones like Larry Nassar, Jeffrey 
Epstein, the Boy Scouts of America, and the Catholic Church, the media publish investigations 
and documentaries that enlighten the public about the insidious ways child molesters operate to 
sexually assault children and the institutional failures that enabled their abuse.14  By shedding light 
on the problem, parents and other guardians are better able to identify abusers and responsible 
institutions, while the public is empowered to recognize grooming and abusive behavior and 
pressure youth serving organizations to implement prevention policies to report abuse in real time.  
Indeed, CSA publicity creates more social awareness to help keep kids safe, while also 
encouraging institutions to implement accountability and safe practices.  
 
III. Colorado Should Submit SCR001 to Voters to Permit Revival of Expired Claims 
 
There is only one way to restore justice to Colorado’s CSA survivors blocked from pursuing their 
claims by unfairly short SOLs—to revive their expired civil claims.  Revival laws are not solely 
about justice for victims; there are also important public safety reasons for allowing older claims 
of abuse to proceed.  When victims are empowered to disclose their abuse and sue for their injuries, 
the public benefits from finding out who the perpetrators are, the cost of abuse is shifted to those 
who created it, and it learns how to prevent CSA.  
 
Colorado is a national leader with respect to civil SOLs for CSA.  Until 2021, CSA survivors were 
blocked from filing suit after their 20th or 24th birthday, depending on if the defendant was a person 
or entity.  In 2021, the legislature acknowledged this was not nearly enough time, amending the 
SOL to remove the age cap and permit survivors to sue all those responsible for their abuse at any 
time.  While the SOL elimination was a helpful step forward, it left survivors of abuse prior to that 
law change without recourse, which is why this legislature enacted the CSA Accountability Act.  
That Act created a new cause of action and opened a 3-year window for any sexual misconduct 
against minors between 1960-2021.  The Colorado Supreme Court held this necessary Act 
unconstitutional this past summer, holding that the retroactive application of the new cause of 
action was violative of the Colorado Constitution’s retrospectivity clause.  Submitting SCR001 to 
the Colorado voters will empower them to amend the state constitution to permit such essential 
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protection of Colorado’s children by exposing hidden predators who are still abusing children 
today.   
 
As you can see in the graphic below, Colorado’s legislature was not alone in seeking to grant such 
revival relief to CSA survivors, and the Constitutional Amendment proposed by SCR001 will 
place Colorado in a comparable revival law position to many other states, including nearby Arzona 
and Montana.   
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IV. Conclusion 
 
Once again, we commend you for supporting this amendment, which is desperately needed to 
validate adult survivors of CSA and protect Colorado’s children from preventable sexual abuse. 
Reviving expired claims is a positive step for Colorado’s children and families.  For more 
information about SOL reform, visit childusa.org/sol/ or email info@childusa.org. Please do not 
hesitate to contact us if you have questions regarding SOL reform or if we can be of assistance in 
any way on other child protection issues. 
 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Marci A. Hamilton, Esq. 
Founder & CEO 
CHILD USA 
3508 Market Street, Suite 202 
Philadelphia, PA 19104 
mhamilton@childusa.org 
(215) 539-1906 

 
Kathryn Robb, Esq. 
Executive Director 
CHILD USAdvocacy 
3508 Market Street, Suite 201 
Philadelphia, PA 19104 
krobb@childusadvocacy.org 
(781) 856-7207
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