BIBJC

Home News Sport Business Innovation Culture Travel Earth Video Live

Robert Corfield, ex-minister of secretive
sect, admits to child sex abuse
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By George Wright
BBC News

(L-R) Lauren Rohs, Sheri Autrey and Michael Havet - pictured here as children

Robert Corfield, a man who abused a boy in Canada in a secretive Christian church in
the 1980s, has spoken publicly about what happened for the first time.

He was confronted by the BBC as part of a wider look into claims of child sexual
abuse spanning decades within the church, known as The Truth.

His name is one of more than 700 given by people to a hotline set up to report
sexual abuse within the church.

The sect says it addresses all abuse allegations.
The church, which has no official name but is often referred to as The Truth, The

Way or the Two by Twos, is believed to have up to 100,000 members worldwide,
with the majority in North America.



The potential scale of the abuse has been captured through a hotline - set-up last
year by two women who say they were also sexually abused by a church leader
when they were children. People have phoned in claiming they too were abused,
with testimonies stretching back decades through to present day.

The highly secretive and insular nature of the church has helped abuse to thrive,
say former and current insiders who spoke to the BBC. It has many unwritten
rules, including that followers must marry within the group and keep mixing with
outsiders to a minimum.

The church was founded in Ireland by a Scottish evangelist in 1897 and is built
around ministers spreading New Testament teachings through word-of-mouth.
One of its hallmarks is that ministers give up their possessions and must be taken
in by church members as they travel around, spreading the gospel. This makes
children living in the homes they visit vulnerable to abuse, the insiders said.

Warning: This article contains details some readers may find upsetting

Robert Corfield (L) told the BBC he sexually abused Michael (R) for six years.

Former church member Michael Havet, 54, told the BBC he was abused by Robert
Corfield in the 1980s, from the age of 12.

"People called me 'Bob's little companion' - I just felt dirty and still do," says Mr
Havet, speaking from his home in Ottawa.

After abusing him, Mr Havet says Mr Corfield would force him to kneel beside him
and pray.



"l had to work hard to get past that and find my prayer life again," he says.
When confronted about the child abuse allegations by the BBC, Mr Corfield
admitted that they had taken place for about six years in the 1980s.

"I have to acknowledge that's true," he said.

Mr Corfield was a minister - known within the sect as a "worker" - in
Saskatchewan, Canada, at the time of the abuse.

This is the first time he has publicly admitted to child abuse, though he has
previously been confronted by church members and wrote two private letters to Mr
Havet in 2004 and 2005 which asked for forgiveness and said he was seeing a
therapist. In one letter, Mr Corfield said he was "making a list of victims".

"We don't want to miss anyone who has been a victim of my actions," he wrote.
However, when asked about this by the BBC, Mr Corfield said that there were no
other victims "in the same sense that Michael was", and that he had given two or
three other teenagers massages.

Abuser given 'fresh start'

Mr Havet is among a dozen people who have told the BBC that widespread abuse
has been ignored or covered up in The Truth for decades - with some of the
accused remaining in powerful positions for years.

The way his own case was dealt with by the church is a prime example, believes
Mr Havet.

He reported his abuse in 1993 to Dale Shultz, Saskatchewan's most senior church
leader - known as an "overseer". Overseers are the most senior members of the
church and there is one for each US state and Canadian province where there is
an active following.

But Mr Shultz didn't go to the police - and, says Mr Havet, violently assaulted him
a few weeks later because he thought he had told others of the abuse claims.

"He grabbed my shoulders yelling at me, slamming my head against a concrete
pillar," says Mr Havet, "splitting it open and causing it to bleed."

If you are affected by any of the issues in this story, visit the BBC Action Line.



https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/articles/22VVM5LPrf3pjYdKqctmMXn/information-and-support-sexual-abuse-and-violence

Mr Havet says Mr Shultz then "encouraged" him to leave the church - while his
childhood abuser, Robert Corfield, was just moved to be a minister across the
border, in the US state of Montana.

Mr Corfield told the BBC that he believed it was Mr Shultz's decision to send him
to Montana, where he remained in post for 25 years.

"It was suggested it would give me a fresh beginning and probably also put space
between me and the victim," he said.

Mr Corfield was removed as minister last year after being confronted about
Michael's abuse by another congregation member, according to internal church
emails seen by the BBC. One email also suggested "it is possible there may be
additional victims".

The ex-minister told the BBC that he "voluntarily stepped down when the
accusations of Michael were presented" against him, and that he had "not been
informed of any allegations beyond that."

When contacted by the BBC, Dale Shultz said via email that "much of the
information that you have received concerning me is distorted and inaccurate".
However he declined to go into any further detail.

A global crisis

Mr Havet is one of more than 1,000 current and former members of the sect to
have contacted a hotline set up by campaign group, Advocates for The Truth.
The group was founded last year by Americans Cynthia Liles, Lauren Rohs and
Sheri Autrey.

They say they have been given the names of more than 700 alleged perpetrators in
21 countries, including the UK, Ireland, Australia and Russia. They plan to build

cases against those on the list and take them to the police.

All the women used to belong to The Truth and Lauren Rohs and Sheri Autrey say
they were abused by the same man.

That man was Ms Rohs' father, a senior minister called Steve Rohs.



Lauren Rohs traced Ms Autrey after reading her anonymous online account of
childhood sexual abuse, in 2019.

In the post, Ms Autrey described how her abuser would sing Maneater by 80s pop
duo Hall & Oates to her when she was in his bedroom at night.

Ms Rohs knew immediately that the man being described as the perpetrator was
her own father, as it was the same song she remembers him singing to her as a
child.

"] sat there stunned," says the 35 year-old. "It disoriented me beyond belief."
She says that her father subjected her to years of sexual, physical and emotional
abuse from as early as she can remember.

Meanwhile, Ms Autrey says Steve Rohs stayed at her family home in Tulare
County, California, for two months in 1982 - when she was turning 14 - and
molested her daily.

He would sing Maneater because "a part of his manipulation was that [ was this
wild seductress", the 54-year-old says.
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Sheri Autrey, seen here as a child

There is a 20-year age gap between the two women. By the time his daughter was
born, Mr Rohs had given up his role as a worker and started a family in San Diego,
California. They later moved to Washington state, Idaho and Colorado.

Lauren Rohs says her father gave various reasons for their constant moving,
including that "God needs us in a new place".

The BBC put all the allegations to Mr Rohs in emails and social media messages,
but he did not respond.



Abuse culture persists

Ms Rohs says during her time in the church in the 1990s and 2000s, workers
were like "demigods" and never questioned, and that callers to the abuse hotline
confirm that this culture persists today.

Like Mr Havet, Ms Autrey says she spoke out about her abuser - and he was
protected.

In 1986, she confided in her mother about being abused by Steve Rohs.
"I felt scared, dirty, ashamed, embarrassed, and guilty," says Ms Autrey, who was
17 at the time and believed she would be in "big trouble".

But her mother believed her right away and reported the man to the California
state overseer, who has since died.

In a letter dated 11 May 1986, written by Mr Rohs and seen by the BBC, he admits
to the overseer that he and the teenager "did kiss and touch each other intimately"
and that he had "begged for forgiveness" ever since.

Mr Rohs was later brought to Ms Autrey's home by workers where he verbally
apologised to her.

"l responded that he was not sorry for what he had done or he would have
apologised long before," Ms Autrey recalls.
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Steve Rohs, pictured in the 1980s




Despite admitting to child abuse, Mr Rohs remained a respected and influential
member of the church. His daughter says he was even promoted in 1994 to being
a church elder - a person of seniority who holds meetings in their own home.

The BBC understands he now lives in Minnesota with Ms Rohs' mother - their
daughter is estranged from them both. He works as an insurance agent and was
an active member of The Truth until April last year, after his daughter and Ms
Autrey brought their allegations to the state's overseer and he was removed from
meetings.

The floodgates open

The catalyst for the hotline was the death of Oregon's overseer, Dean Bruer, in
2022.

He was one of The Truth's most respected leaders and had worked for the group
for 46 years, across six US states.

An internal letter was written by his successor which stated Mr Bruer had a
history of abuse including "rape and abuse of underage victims".

It is not clear what the motivation behind writing the letter was but it leaked and
soon found its way onto Facebook and TikTok.

Then more people started coming forward to tell their own stories of abuse.
"l think we thought the hotline was solely for Dean Bruer victims but what the

hotline did was just open the floodgates," Ms Rohs says.

The friends say they now want the kind of justice they didn't manage to get for
themselves.

"When I found Sheri it was a really rather rare and massive healing," says Ms
Rohs.

"It has been distressing as survivors to go back and hear the amount of filth and
evil," Ms Autrey says.

"Ours was bad enough but to see other people in such terrible situations - it's
beyond angering. It's been ugly but also very rewarding."

Ms Autrey stepped down from the Advocates in December.



Advocates For The Truthl

Michael Havet, 54, continues to be affected by the sexual abuse he experienced as a child

Because The Truth has no official leader, the BBC instead put the allegations to
more than 20 overseers in North America, via email.

The only one to respond was Rob Newman, the overseer for California.

"We actively address all abuse allegations involving participants in our fellowship,"
he wrote in an email, before Mr Corfield's confession.

"Our paramount concern is that victims receive the professional help that they
need. We take all allegations of abuse seriously, strongly recommend mandated
reporter training to all, and encourage everyone to report issues to the proper legal
authorities."

Ms Autrey believes change will not happen before any culpable overseers are jailed.
"It's an extremely well-oiled machine for criminals," she says.

"It's a perfected system that has gone on for 12 decades."

https://www.bbc.com/news /world-us-canada-66449988
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This is a tough one to comment on, for me. I knew Robert (Bob) Corfield. I knew
Dale Shultz even better; he baptized me. But I am not surprised a bit by what
they are accused of here. | am only surprised that Bob has been as open as he
has been, admitting as much as he has. I cannot see him not being convicted.
His only hope will be for leniency in sentencing given his admission of guilt and
the measures taken to try to mitigate the cost for Michael Havet. But I suppose it
depends upon Michael first agreeing to have charges laid.

Where it gets murky at all—if it is—concerns Dale Shultz’s culpability in criminal
terms (obstructing justice, or failure to report child abuse). I think Dale is guilty. I
know the man; | have seen him operate in these ways. I am not so sure about the
accusation of violence made—memory can be innocently embellished—but then
again, Dale cannot be thought incapable of such. If I remember correctly, Dale
eventually took a “sabbatical” of sorts to recover his “health,” and maybe do some
soul-searching, before ending up himself transferred to, I believe, California.

For more than a decade I (as a convert) “professed” (on and off) with these people
(“Friends” here, “Christians” in South Africa; they do not like the “Two by Two’s” and
“Coneyites” epithets given them. But if you don’t give yourselves a name, what do
you expect? More misguided pretense to singularity.) I had my own needy reasons as
a troubled young man finding it hard to make my way in the world, but to their
credit, they also had legitimate appeal as generous, hearty people with “community”
(if tribal) and a definite sincerity. My “heart” got me into it, and kept me coming back;
I could never get my “head” settled into it though, and finally I left it for good, though
I kept doors open in part in the hope that a more enlightened mentality might
emerge that could include people like me. I felt they took something “good” that could
be especially so, only to insist that it be kept-made “stupid” in a prosaic 19t century
British way. Only when I finally gave up on this hope was I able to enter the spiritual
“territory” allowing what apprehension and grace I am able to now know. I
nevertheless remain grateful to humble Friends for examples of sweet piety, however
clouded, and the basic concepts to rework into an approach with real Hope. I cannot
write off all my 2x2 friends, though I'm sure “Friends” who read this will shun me.

There are so many overlaps here with sordid scandals in the Catholic Church, in
Jehovah’s Witnesses (JW) ranks, in ...—anywhere religion and human nature
intersect. “Thou shalt not take thy brother to the law” is a common one; I have
witnessed Dale Shultz in action carrying this out. The Work is also a “priesthood”;
just as the Pope feels priests have assumed responsibility beyond human sustained
capacity, therefore exponentially more targeted by the Devil, warranting
extraordinary mercy and forgiveness, overseers, workers, and elders shield each
other from “worldly censure.” Of course, other baser motivations are at play here too.
There are also demonic players in this, on both sides—I have sensed the demonic
exploiting the damaged boundaries of abuse victims—though I think by far the most
of this mischief acts through the masked collective narcissism of the deniers and
cover-uppers. This outcome is the product of a bizarre “cocktail” of religion, psycho-
pathology, demonology, and human ignorance, weakness, and moral failure. TUB




