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Confidential files released for five Abbey priests
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A St. Paul attorney has released the personnel files of five former and current St. John’s Abbey monks accused of sexually abusing children.

The files were released last week in St. Paul as part of a lawsuit settled earlier this year. The abbey was required to release its confidential 

files on priests accused of child sex abuse.

Hundreds of pages of records, emails and letters are included in the files, as well as psychological evaluations of the accused, abuse 

accusations and abbey responses.

The Abbey says the oldest allegations of sexual assault go back to the 1960s; the most recent, 1990.

The files contain letters and documents from the 1960s up until a few years ago.

Two of the monks, Fr. Finian McDonald and Fr. Thomas Gillespie, still live at the Abbey under supervised safety plans. Two are deceased: 

Fr. Bruce Wollmering and Fr. Richard Eckroth. One monk, Francis Hoefgen, has left the priesthood.

The five monks are part of a list the Abbey released in 2013 of 18 current and former monks who have “likely offended against minors.”

Jeff Anderson is the attorney who orchestrated the release of the files. He represents Troy Bramlage, a St. Cloud man whose May 2015 

lawsuit mandated the release of files on all 18 monks. The thirteen remaining files will be released at Anderson’s discretion sometime in the 

coming months.

“Those five offender files alone, they’re reflective of potentially how many kids, how many young people, how many people have been 

harmed,” Anderson said at last week’s press conference. “Who have yet to know that they’re not alone, who have yet to know that the law 

can give them a chance to do something.”

Though the monks had been previously named as possible offenders, the release of the files made public previously unknown details from 

the past.

A 2012 document from McDonald’s file says he told a psychologist that he had over 200 sexual partners as a priest.

In the same document, the psychologist says McDonald’s youngest victims were 13- or 14-year-old child prostitutes while he was traveling 

in Thailand, and that McDonald had 18 victims as a prefect in a St. John’s University dormitory.

Ekroth’s file says he sexually abused some young boys he brought to a St. John’s-owned cabin, giving them massages and making them use 

the cabin sauna while naked.

A 2004 file says Wollmering was diagnosed with “sexual disorder with compulsive and exploitive behaviors.” According to a St. John’s 

student’s 2006 report, Wollmering bragged to him that he had 300 “sexual partners.”

Hoefgen is the only monk among the five who has been brought to criminal court. He was acquitted earlier this year of sexually abusing a 

boy as a Hastings priest. His files show he abused a teen in the 1980s and that he reported in 1994 he had a sexual encounter in a St. John’s 

dorm room with a student.

He’s also the only one of the five to have left the Abbey. In 2004, he was given a gift of $30,000 of “transitional money.” Anderson calls the 

gift “hush money,” while Abbey Spokesperson Aelred Senna says the Abbey customarily provides funds to any monk who leaves the Abbey 

for any reason “in lieu of retirement benefits, financial support, healthcare benefits and other compensation” because monks do not receive 

a salary while part of the Abbey.

The documents do not include monks who are under ongoing investigations for claims of assault. Notably, Tom Andert, the former prior of 

the Abbey who was removed earlier this year after an allegation of student sex abuse, is not included on the list. Senna says that’s because 

an investigation into the abuse allegations is currently underway.

Bramlage expressed concern at the conference, saying the abbey was disregarding the importance of the claims because they were in the 

past.

Senna disagrees. He says the abbey considers every allegation, regardless of the date of the alleged incident.
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“If any allegation comes forward, our policy states—and we adhere to it vehemently—that we will take all of those allegations seriously, we 

will ensure that a thorough investigation is conducted,” Senna said. “It is important to us. But at the same time, we also recognize that Mr. 

Anderson and other news media and so forth often bring out dates, etcetera, of when something came forward. The public gets the 

impression because this is coming forward now that these kinds of things are ongoing and these are happening today. And that is not true. 

And it’s important for us to make sure that people also know, yes, we take them seriously, we accept responsibility for them, but it’s 

important to know that this happened however many years ago and it did not happen last year or last month.”

When an abuse comes forward, Senna says, protocol is to offer support and counseling to the person making the accusation and then 

initiate a third-party investigation into the allegation. The accused monk is usually asked to step away from the ministry, even though it’s 

not explicit in abbey policy.

Once a report of the investigation is complete, an external review board of lawyers, law enforcement, judges, psychologists and at least one 

sexual abuse survivor reviews it and makes a recommendation to the abbot as to whether the allegation is supported by the evidence or not.

Currently, the statute of limitations has been extended until May 2016. That means that anyone can continue to make civil claims against 

the abbey until then. After that date, the claims will need to be sorted through and investigated.

At last week’s press conference, Bramlage urged other survivors to come forward before the impending deadline.

“Make your story known,” Bramlage said. “May 25 is your last chance to come forward and talk. You need to do that for yourself.”
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