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x-priest faces sex-abuse charges

Civil case against Michael Harris, once principal of Mater Dei, Santa Margarita Catholic schools, starts Monday.

A sex-abuse and cover-
up lawsuit against former
Monsignor Michael Harris,
a onece-popular and high-
profile  fig-
ure who left
the priest-
hood when
Orange
County's
clergy scan-

a G“E: - dal erupted
ARDESTY . iy
e a Iritlmdn
WRITER ago, s set to
- go to trial
Monday in Superior Court.
The plaintiff accuses

Harris, former principal of
Mater Dei and Santa Mar-
garita Catheolie  high
schools, of sexually abusing
him in late 1986 or early
1987 at Mater Dei. The high
school in Santa Ana and the
Roman Catholic Diocese of
Orange also are named as
defendants in the lawsuit.

Although Harris has de-
nied molesting minors and
never has been charged
criminally, he was part of a
landmark $5.2 million set-
tlement in 2001 that the Los
Angeles and Orange dioces-
es made with his accuser,
former Santa Margarita
Catholic High School stu-
dent Ryan DiMaria.

In 2005, nine accusers of
Harris settled lawsuits with
the Diocese of Orange, and
the Archdiocese of Los An-
geles listed 12 accusers of
Harris in a 2004 report on
elergy sexual abusce,

The latest legal action
against Harris, whose good
looks and charisma once
earned him the nickname
“Father Hollywood,” was
filed by a 41-year-old man
with a decorated career as
a combat pilot in the Air
Foree, according to court
documents.

Peter Callahan, an attor-
ney representing Harris
and the other defendants,
was not immediately avail-
able lor comment.,

According to the lawsuit,
Harrvis is alleged to have
abused John Doe after the
then-teenager became
something of a hero at Ma-
ter Dei. The teen witnessed
a purse-snatching outside a
grocery store while a soph-

omore in 1986, chased down
the assailant, subdued him
and retrieved the vietim's
purse,

The would-be purse-
snatching vietim, in a letter
to Harris, called the teenag-
er "a young man of good
charaeter and upbringing,”
and urged Harris to recog-
nize the student with a citi-
#zenship award, documents
show.

Harris called the boy into
his principal’s office to con-

FILE PHOTO: KEN STEINHARDT, THE ORANGE COUNTY REGISTER
Mater Dei seniors line up at UC Irvine's Bren Center last month. Michael Harris was once principal at Mater Dei. His
accuser in a civil case was a student at the school.
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Santa Margarita Catholic High School seon-to-be graduates adjust their caps prior to
the graduation ceremony in 2011, Harris was founding principal at the school, which
opened in 1987.

gratulate him and give him
a rvosary blessed by the
pope and another small gift
and “(assure) him of how
proud we are of him and his
fine behavior,” according to
court documents,

Called out of class, the
plaintiff was “glowing” and
*on top of the world” be-
cause he was going to meet
with Harris, according to
court documents.

During  their  private,
one-hour meeting, however,

Harris is alleged to have
grabbed the boy's penis and
orally copulated him, ae-
cording to the lawsuit.

The ecivil action alleges
that church and schoal offi-
cials had prior knowledge
of sex-abuse allegations
lodged against Harris and
were  aware of  Ymovie
nights" Harris hosted for
kids at his rectory, and also
alleges that they failed to
warn Hlii{[i‘l“.‘-} and |3I-'.H'l-‘lﬂﬁ
about the accusations and

his behavior, which includ-
ed a propensity for giving
“hear hugs" to children.

“We look forward to a
long-overdue public disclo-
sure at trial of the full ex-
tent of sexual abuse perpe-
trated by Father Harris and
the cover-up/mishandling
by the Diocese of Orange,”
said Vinee Finaldi, an attor-
ney for the plaintiff,

The man who brought
the abuse allegations en-
tered the military  six
months  after graduating
from high sehool in 1989 at
age 14, He remains on active
duty as a lieutenant colonel
and RC-100 pilot who has
flown combat missions over
Kosovo, Trag, Alghanistan
and other parts of the Mid-
dle East and Furope, ac-
cording to court docu-
ments.

The plaintiff first began
to “mentally process his
sexual abuse” in early 2008
and conneet it to emotional
is=ues he was experiencing
that included anger, issues
with control, authority and
power, according to the law-
shit.

After serving as prinei-

The former monsignor's
good looks and charisma
once earned him the
nickname “Father
Hollywood."

pal at Mater Dei, Harris
was handpicked by Orange
County church leaders to
become founding prineipal
of Santa Margarita
Catholie  High  School,
which opened in 1987, Har-
ris is credited with helping
to raise nearly $26 million
to get the campus in Ran-
cho Santa Margarita built,

In 1994, Harris, citing
stress, stepped down as
principal of Santa Margar-
ita High School. The
Orange  County Diocese
placed him on administra-
tive leave that year and pro-
hibited him from working
as a priest.

Also that year, a psycho-
logieal report prepared by
doctors at the Saint Luke
Institute, a church-run fa-
cility for troubled cleries,
concluded that there was
substance to  allegations
from several of Harris” ae-
cusers. Psychiatrists at
Saint Luke also determined
that Harris was sexually at-
tracted to adolescent boys,
records show.

After leaving the priest-
hood, Harris, now 65,
earned a doctorate degree
and launched a suceessful
earecr building low-income
housing,

The eivil lawsuit is sched-
uled to go to trial before
Orange County Superior
Court Judge Ronald L.
Bauer.
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