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Insolvent archdiocese seeking court order to gain
access to Portugal Cove South church

Defiant Catholics changed the locks on Holy Rosary church last fall in bid to
prevent its sale

Terry Roberts - CBC News - Posted: Mar 27,2025 3:27 PM NDT | Last Updated: March 27

Clarence Molloy, left, and Cynthia Power are the keyholders to Holy Rosary church in the southern Avalon
Peninsula community of Portugal Cove South. Local Catholics changed the locks on the church last fall to
prevent it from being sold. (Terry Roberts/CBC)

The Roman Catholic Episcopal Corporation of St. John's is turning up the pressure on a
group of defiant Catholics in Portugal Cove South who have taken extreme action to
prevent their small, rural church on the southern Avalon Peninsula from being sold.

The corporation, which is the land-holding arm of the St. John's archdiocese, has
applied to the Supreme Court of Newfoundland and Labrador for an injunction that
prevents anyone from interfering with rightful access to the property.

The corporation is also seeking an order from the court declaring that the archdiocese
is entitled to sell Holy Rosary church as part of its ongoing and historic liquidation of
assets.
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The application will be be heard by Justice Garrett Handrigan on April 4.

e This Irish Loop church is for sale, but defiant local Catholics have changed the
locks

e N.L. judge rules that 59 abuse victims who had their claims rejected should be
compensated

Court documents filed by lawyers for the corporation on March 14 allege that those
who changed the locks on the church last fall, posted "No Trespassing" signs, and have
spoken publicly about their opposition to a sale, have interfered with the operations of
the corporation with actions that amount to "trespass and nuisance."

An unidentified person entered into an agreement in June 2024 to purchase the
church, but backed out after the locks were changed and access to the property was
restricted, according to the documents.

Actions having "chilling effect" on sale process

The documents include an affidavit from Archbishop Peter Hundt, who wrote that the
corporation is the "legal owner" of the church and has been in "exclusive possession” of
Holy Rosary since at least 1956.

Hundt also disputed a claim by community members that they held an "equitable
interest" in the church stemming from their efforts to raise $134,000 to renovate the
church more than five years ago.

Holy Rosary church in Portugal Cove South underwent a renovation five years ago after local Catholics raised
more than $130,000. The church is now for sale as the St. John's archdiocese liquidates assets through a court-
supervised insolvency, but members of the congregation have changed the locks in order to keep out
prospective buyers. (Danny Arsenault/CBC)

He said the actions by members of the Portugal Cove South Historical

Corporation — composed almost entirely of longtime parishioners of Holy Rosary —
have had a "chilling effect" on efforts to sell the church, and other assets owned by the
archdiocese.
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"The [episcopal corporation] recently received correspondence from another parish
stating that they refuse to allow their church to be sold and that they have plans to
repeat what has happened in Portugal Cove South," Hundt wrote in his affidavit.

Geoff Budden, a lawyer for dozens of victims granted compensation due to abuse by
Catholic clergy, said he will support the application when it is brought before Justice
Handrigan next week.

He said small, rural churches like the one in Portugal Cove South are being listed for
well below $100,000, and "if the community wishes to preserve the church, that
shouldn't be a sum of money outside of their capacity to raise. Many other communities
have done it," he said.

Cynthia Power, a member of the PCS Historical Corporation and one of the select
keyholders for the church, declined comment when contacted Thursday by CBC News.

She said members of the historical corporation will meet in the coming days to plan a
response to the pending court action.

Buyers not welcome in Portugal Cove South

Last fall, Power told CBC News that prospective buyers of the church "will not be
welcome in our community, and we do not want this church to be anything other than
what it is now."

The archdiocese has been under court-ordered bankruptcy protection since late 2021,
after it was found to be vicariously liable for the abuse suffered by those who attended
the former Mount Cashel orphanage in St. John's, and at the hands of clergy or lay
religious orders linked to the archdiocese.

Last summer, Justice Handrigan approved a settlement of roughly $104 million to be
shared among nearly 300 claimants, but the settlement total is expected to grow
because Handrigan ruled in favour of 59 victims in December who appealed after their
claims were disallowed during the independent review process.

e N.L. court approves 1st payment of $22M for abuse survivors
o $104M awarded to sexual abuse victims of Mount Cashel and N.L. priests

As of September 2024, a pool of funds totalling just under $40 million had been raised
through the sale of assets, including churches, parish halls, buildings and vacant land.
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Peter Hundt is archbishop for the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of St. John's. (Paula Gale/CBC)

An initial payment of roughly $22 million was distributed to victims last fall, but the
archdiocese is still well short of the money needed to settle the claims.

"The [episcopal corporation] has been acting in good faith" to liquidate its assets and
address its liabilities to the victims of sexual abuse, the court documents read.

Archbishop Hundt has declined repeated requests for a recorded interview, but has said
that all Catholics must "accept the hurt and consequences of the sins committed

against the innocent."
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