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FEATURESFROM THE NCP CHAIRMAN

James Clarke

STATEMENT FROM THE NATIONAL COUNCIL OF PRIESTS OF AUSTRALIA (NCP)

Re: The Final Report from The Royal Commission into  
Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse.

The National Council of Priests of Australia applauds the work of the Royal Commission in its endeavours to eliminate the scourge 
of child sexual abuse which has been a blight on our society, our welfare and our religious institutions. The NCP welcomes the 

release of the report and the efforts to implement the recommendations made by the Commission. As an organization representing 
many priests throughout Australia, we are angry and ashamed of the criminal activity engaged in by some of our fellow priests.
As an organisation of priests we stand in solidarity with the victims of clergy sexual abuse. We also commit our organization to the 
task of ensuring that such actions will never be repeated. We support the mission of the Truth, Justice and Healing Commission, 
under the leadership of Mr. Francis Sullivan, to expose the criminal nature of abusing priests and the negligence of those in 
leadership and authority.
The Royal Commission has provided the Catholic Church with a template for reform. The NCP will co-operate with the bishops of 
Australia as they work towards initiating these reforms and bringing healing to those individuals and their families who have suffered 
the trauma of sexual abuse.  
Rev Fr James Clarke, Chairman,  
National Council of Priests of Australia

A new year is upon us! The school year 
has begun and the bliss of January 
has faded although I must say that  

I am still “basking and recovering” from 
my 60th birthday celebrations on the feast 
of The Conversion of St Paul. The Australia 
Day long weekend does come in handy! 
We have now begun our Lenten journey 
and no doubt many of you will be in the 
midst of parish preparations for Easter. 

This year will be an exciting year for the 
NCP. Our biennial convention is being 
held in Canberra, 10-14 September, 
organized by the priests of the Diocese  
of Wagga Wagga and the Archdiocese  
of Canberra & Goulburn. Please put the 
date into your diaries and parish calendars. 
Further information on the convention 
(including the Registration Form) is in  
this issue of The Swag.

As most of us are aware, the NCP is an 
aging organization. Our membership is 
loyal, however it is diminishing. Some of 
our “brothers” are failing to renew their 
memberships most probably due to the 
busyness of parish life and perhaps 
forgetfulness rather than neglect.  
It is important that we maintain our 
commitment to our organization. 
Remember NCP exits for you and because 
of you. We need to encourage more priests 
– locally born or newly arrived from 
overseas – to take up membership of the 
NCP. If you are fortunate enough to have  
a younger assistant priest, perhaps you 
could encourage or persuade him to  
take up NCP membership. 

This article has a “housekeeping” focus as 
you may have gathered. Our Secretariat 
continues to receive numerous calls with 
complaints about subscriptions to The Tablet. 
I have been informed by Sally Heath, our 
Executive Officer that the difficulties lie 
with the London subscriptions office being 
unable to process the subscriptions sent by 
NCP in a timely and efficient manner.  
The independent UK subscriptions 
company used by The Tablet has changed 
three times in the last 12 months and the 
loss of continuity has compounded these 
complaints. Sally and Chris are fully 
cognizant of your issues and continue to 
work with Ian Farrar, The Tablet’s Marketing 
Manager, to resolve these problems. The 
delay in the arrival of the magazine and the 
arrival of multiple copies simultaneously is 
due to the “efficiency” of Australia Post!

The Official Directory of the Catholic Church 
in Australia, proudly published by NCP on 
behalf of the Australian Catholic Bishops 
Conference as a service to the Church is a 
much valued resource for parishes, schools 
and the wider Catholic community. The 
executive of the NCP will soon be entering 
into negotiations with representatives of the 
ACBC to renew our contract to continue 
to publish this complete compendium of 
the Catholic Church in Australia. (Did you 
realise that over 24,000 changes are made 
to the directory data each year? Make sure 
your parish has their order in for the new 
2018/2019 edition. Order form on inside 
back cover of this edition. Towards the  
end of 2017, Australia Post dramatically 
increased our Parcel Contract Rates and to 
defray this increase, the postage cost will be 
added to all orders. There will be no increase 
to the purchase price of the directory.
No doubt many of us are dealing with the 
outcomes of the final report of the Royal 
Commission into Institutional Responses 
to Child Sexual Abuse. It is an issue which 
will continue to haunt us. However, as I 
and others have stated previously, the NCP 
stands in solidarity with the victims and we 
will work to ensure that they receive justice 
and equitable remuneration.
Once again brothers I exhort you to renew 
your 2018 membership before Easter and 
to make a commitment to be part of the 
Canberra Convention, Being Catholic  
in Australia Today – after the Royal 
Commission and before the Plenary Council, 
10 -14 September. 
Yours in His Priesthood 2
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Where is The Swag going?  
As I begin the eighth year of editing The 
Swag, I can’t believe it has been that long 
since Hal Ranger and I took over the role 
of editors. Hal has moved on to happy 
retirement and now I edit the magazine 
with the editorial board’s help. This has 
caused me to think of some of the 
achievements of the magazine over this 
time. The recognition of the Australasian 
Catholic Press Association that voted us the 
best Catholic print magazine a few years 
ago was a great honour by our colleagues 
in the Catholic media. However, there are 
a number of achievements that are 
somewhat less public.
The greatest change I have noticed is the 
increase in contributions from our readers. 
This has been noticeable from priest 
readers. There are a good number of priests 
offering regular contributions. However, it 
is equally pleasing to see the contributions 
from our readers who are not priests. This 
has been due to the increase in general 
readership and the growing value readers 
place on our independence.
The Swag has become valued by all who 
wish to be heard and especially those least 
afforded a public hearing. This has meant 
we are publishing original material that has 
sometimes been picked up by the local and 
overseas press both Catholic and secular.
Some perspectives we have published on 
the Australian Plenary Council and the 
history of Australian Synods, women and 
the church, clericalism, the Royal 
Commission and LGBTI Catholics have 
been quoted in the press here and overseas. 
This is a great service to the Catholic 
church worldwide and for this we thank 
our contributors.
Another development over the years of my 
involvement has been the ever decreasing 
use of reprinted articles. This is directly 
related to the ever increasing contributions 

from our readers. I source fewer and fewer 
articles from the media sources who have 
generously supported us with permission 
to republish. La Croix International, The 
Tablet and Eureka Street stand out as being 
consistent in their support for the 
magazine on this level.
The quality of the look and feel of the 
magazine has been improving over these 
eight years. This has been entirely due to 
the consistent hard work of Sally Heath 
and Christine Moore at the NCP office 
and the design and production team with 
whom they work.
It is very gratifying to receive positive 
feedback. I regularly hear words of thanks 
and praise for The Swag. Generally people 
are very encouraging. I have rarely heard a 
word of complaint. Some complaints have 
been due to logistical problems or 
oversight. There have been a few 
administrative errors that have seen articles 
go missing or left out in error. This has 
sometimes been technology and sometimes 
due to the nature of having a volunteer as 
editor. I am sorry about these and 
encourage anyone who has sent something 
without getting a reply email to contact me 
again because I do intend to reply to all 
emails I receive.
I have received some feedback that The 
Swag has concentrated too much on some 
issues such as the Royal Commission and 
LGBTI issues. The policy of The Swag 
editorial board is to publish everything we 
receive that is not slanderous, abusive or 
too poorly written for publication. I have 
asked for some articles to be rewritten and 

resubmitted if it is latter. So any prejudices 
on topics covered are mainly due to 
contributions received, although it is 
understandable that the news items may 
reflect my own prejudices as I choose 
those. On that note please offer news 
items. These should be about 200 words 
long and may include reports of events or 
upcoming events.

Another interesting result of being editor 
of The Swag, is that the public profile it has 
afforded me means that people sometimes 
think I run the NCP. This is far from the 
case. I am not even on the NCP executive. 
So if you have anything you wish to say to 
the NCP executive or wish to propose 
things for the NCP to consider please 
email them. Their contacts are on the 
inside front cover of The Swag. Having said 
that we will publish letters or articles that 
comment on your perspective on issues 
raised, or you would like raised, at NCP 
level.  

In all this it is a privilege and an education 
to be editor of this magazine. I find myself 
delighted, challenged and sometimes 
saddened as I read the contributions of 
readers. You offer such interesting and 
sometimes difficult perspectives on your 
lives in the church and the world. 

I will continue to be the editor as long  
as I am invited to continue by the NCP 
executive and as long as I am able to 
manage the work. 2 

EDITORIAL

NCP is now 
even more 

environmentally 
friendly!

In 2018 communication to our 
members will be via email and 

the new NCP Website.
To ensure you don’t miss out  

on important information,  
please email your current  

email address to:  
national.office@ncp.catholic.org.au

The Swag 
Winter Edition

Closing date  
for letters and articles  
Monday 30 April 2018.

Please email submissions 
for consideration to: 

editor@theswag.org.au
Articles: 

700 words
Major Features: 

1,400 words.

mailto:national.office@ncp.catholic.org.au


5the swag

CONVENTION 2018

NCP CONVENTION 2018
10-14 September

‘Being Catholic in Australia today –  
after the Royal Commission and before the Plenary Council’

It is now 12 months since the 
organising committee of the 2018 NCP 
Convention began to meet and plan for 
our gathering this coming September. 
We decided to focus on two important 
aspects of the life of the Catholic 
Church in Australia today – the now 
completed Royal Commission into 
Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 
Abuse and the upcoming 2020 Plenary 
Council. We have been heartened by 
the interest and affirmation we have 
received as people anticipate what the 
week together in Canberra will bring 
discussing and analysing these two 
issues.

The Royal Commission was conducted 
over five years and reached into every 
aspect of the life of our Church. The 
recommendations are still being 
absorbed as the Church looks to 
changing its culture to avoid a repeat 
of some of the cases in the Royal 
Commission. It is necessary for us to 
learn the lessons of this lengthy report. 
To shed light on our way forward, 
Dr Gerardine Taylor Robinson and 

her husband Dr Tony Robinson from 
Vitality Psychology and Consulting 
Services will give input on some of 
their observations over a long period 
of time into what lead to this crisis 
and how the Church can best move 
into the future with confidence that 
we will not make the same mistakes 
again. Representatives of the Truth 
Justice and Healing Council will also 
be contributing to this important 
discussion at our Convention.

The 2020 Plenary Council preparations 
have been launched and much work is 
being done to make sure that everyone 
in our Church gets an opportunity to 
make a contribution to this process. 
Fr Noel Connolly SSC and Ms Lana 
Turvey-Collins will bring us up to 
date on the process, the challenges 
and the opportunities of this Plenary. 
Archbishop Mark Coleridge has 
been involved with both the Royal 
Commission and the Plenary and will 
be part of the Open Forum Discussion 
panels. Fr Frank Brennan SJ will make 
his unique contribution to the week.

The Barnaby Joyce saga of the last few 
weeks is a reminder that Canberra is 
not dull! Canberra has many museums, 
galleries, parks and buildings to see and 
Floriade will be opening the week after 
the Convention. The QT Hotel where 
the Convention is being held is close 
to Civic and all the shops, restaurants 
and bars. A visit to the Australian War 
memorial has been planned on the 
Wednesday for those who wish to 
experience a spine tingling Last Post 
Ceremony. 

The Convention is only seven months 
away and it is time for members to 
begin to register with Sally and Chris 
to be with us for this special time 
together. Encourage your priest friends 
and members of your respective 
presbyterates to come and enjoy the 
camaraderie, speakers and all Canberra 
has to offer.

The Committee looks forward 
to welcoming you all to the 2018 
Convention in Canberra.

Paddy Sykes,  
Convention Chairman

NCP MEMBERSHIPS 2018 
“We are priests best when we are priests together.”

Membership renewals for 2018 were mailed at the end of February and are due before Easter.

Perhaps you haven’t been a member for some time for whatever reason and after reading 
this edition of The Swag realise that you miss being a part of the NCP and would like to 

restart your membership.

Contact the NCP National Office and we will look forward to getting you back on board.
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Polarization in the Church and the crisis of the Catholic mind
MASSIMO FAGGIOLI

Massimo Faggioli writes on the destructive nature of polarization in the Catholic 
Church today. He claims it is a new phenomenon that is driving people away.                
Reprinted with permission from La Croix International, Nov 27, 2017:                         
www.international.la-croix.com

It was not too many years ago the 
dominant narrative of the Catholic 
Church was its fight against atheism, 

Communism, and secularization. The 
sub-narrative was the institutional Church’s 
battle against liberal theologians.
But now the overriding narrative seems to 
concern the Catholic Church’s war with 
itself. In an increasingly divided world, the 
Church appears to represent something 
very different from a community of unity 
and reconciled diversities.
Over the last couple of weeks, Catholics – 
in the United States, but not only – have 
watched their institutional leaders deal 
publicly with this particular picture of the 
Church. For instance, Cardinal Daniel 
DiNardo, president of the US bishops’ 
conference, spoke of the need to rediscover 
unity in the Church in a November 13th 
speech to open the bishops’ annual fall 
assembly. 
His address came just days after the former 
head of the US bishops’ committee on 
doctrine had openly attacked the theology 
and leadership of Pope Francis. 
The Vatican Secretary of State, Cardinal 
Pietro Parolin, also weighed in. During a 
visit to the United States, which also had a 
diplomatic purpose, the Italian cardinal 

gave the homily at the 
opening Mass of the 
bishops’ meeting. 
Marking the 100th 
anniversary of their 
episcopal conference, 
Parolin urged the US 
bishops to promote 
profound consensus in 
the Church.

A polarized church
Catholics have gotten 
used to this picture of a 
polarized Church, but we 
should not forget that it is 
a surprising image from a 
historical point of view.
It has been amplified  
by the virtualization of 
Catholicism – that is,  
the creation of religious 

identities in cyberspace. But there is no 
question that there is truth to this newly 
fractured Catholicism, at least in the 
Euro-Western hemisphere.  
If there is one thing on which Catholics of 
different sensibilities easily agree, is the 
polarization within the Catholic Church.
In the Western world, and especially in the 
English-speaking world, this phenomenon 
takes different shapes and has different 
histories. The intra-Catholic polarization in 
the United States, Australia, and the 
United Kingdom, as well as in continental 
Europe, is not exactly the same in every 
place. But there is a consensus that it 
started as political polarization among 
Catholics, especially around the hot-button 
“life issues” such as contraception and, 
most of all, abortion.
It gradually spread to other levels and 
dimensions of Catholic life and is 
progressively deepening the rift. There is 
theological polarization over different 
interpretations of Vatican II. We also have 
liturgical polarization over different tastes 
for liturgy, spanning from support for an 
inculturated liturgy to the pre-Vatican II 
Mass. 
And, finally, there is ecclesial polarization, 
seen by the practice of shopping for a 
parish or a community on the basis of one’s 

customized view of Catholicism, or even 
the phenomenon of splitting an existing 
community into two or more different 
Catholic communities.
Polarization in the Church has caused a 
crisis of membership, in the sense that 
some faithful are so disgusted by this 
verbally violent atmosphere that they leave. 
And it is also a crisis of ecclesial citizenship, 
whereby many Catholics have forgotten 
how to live their lives of faith in a Church 
that is not polarized. 

A crisis in scholarship
In addition to this, it is also a crisis of 
scholarship, in the sense that it has become 
difficult to think about religion, theology 
and the Church in non-polarized terms. 
This polarization has, in fact, become the 
default disposition towards all sensitive 
issues.
But from a historical point of view,  
this is a new phenomenon. The public 
acknowledgment of it precedes the study  
of what happened and why it happened. 
There are a few interesting beginnings, 
such as a book published last year called, 
Polarization in the US Catholic Church. 
Addressing this problem requires 
intellectual comprehension as much as 
spiritual and ecclesial healing. For 
polarization is not just a problem of 
individual or communal ecclesial praxis or 
of individual or communal believing and 
understanding Catholic faith. It has 
become systemic in the sense that it has 
become an industry.
The sensus Ecclesiae, or ‘sense of the 
Church’, that many Catholics have today is 
largely determined by a journalistic-
theological complex, an ‘access journalism’ 
where a writer’s personal and ideological 
connections have become more important 
than research and analysis of the facts. A 
recent example is an interview with 
Cardinal Müller, the Vatican’s former 
doctrinal chief, that appeared in the Italy’s 
most respected daily, Il Corriere della Sera.

Catholic news outlets have become a 
symbol of Catholic polarization. During 
the Soviet era, there was this well-known 
joke about Russian propaganda: ‘In Pravda 
[the Russian word for truth] there’s no 
news and in Izvestia [the Russian word for 
news] there is no truth’.
One is reminded of this when reading 
some Catholic news report, especially 
about Pope Francis. But it is even worse to 
try to cure the ills of a polarized Catholic 

http://www.usccb.org/about/leadership/usccb-general-assembly/2017-november-meeting/upload/dinardo-cardinal-presidential-address-20171113.pdf
http://www.usccb.org/about/leadership/usccb-general-assembly/2017-november-meeting/upload/dinardo-cardinal-presidential-address-20171113.pdf
https://www.ncronline.org/news/vatican/us-cardinal-asserts-unity-pope-after-former-doctrine-chief-questions-francis
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2017/11/13/readout-vice-presidents-meeting-holy-see-secretary-state-cardinal-pietro%20
https://www.litpress.org/Products/B4665/Polarization-in-the-US-Catholic-Church
http://roma.corriere.it/notizie/cronaca/17_novembre_26/io-resto-papa-francescoma-chi-reclama-va-ascoltato-5ab5db0a-d276-11e7-913f-5fffae015d00.shtml
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information system by printing articles 
whose only virtue is balance, often with 
nothing more important or intelligent to 
say other than ‘I am for balance’. 
Balance alone is no virtue; the truth does 
not always lie in the middle. It is the 
Catholic, pious version of what American 
screenwriter, producer, and playwright 
Aaron Sorkin (The West Wing and The 
Newsroom among others) called bias 
toward fairness.
The ideological partisanship of Catholic 
media is only one side of the polarization 
within the Church. Its focus on short-term 
analysis is producing long-term effects on 
the thinking of the Church. This is an 
intellectual disaster in the making and 
should cause serious concern, especially for 
those who value the Catholic tradition. 
It’s a problem when today’s students of 
theology grew up watching and listening to 
very powerful Catholic media organizations 
that are the equivalent of Fox News or 
Breitbart. Needless to say, conservative 
Catholics have been much more active and 
successful than their liberal co-religionists 
in organizing these Catholic media 
conglomerates.
But there is also a problem on the other 
side of the classroom. In Catholic 
academia, the polarization has created 

ideologically different kinds of Catholic 
colleges and universities and to some 
grotesque extremes. 
The latest trend is to create, within the 
same university, different departments, 
centers, and institutes that are in 
competition with one another. Judging by 
the way they do (or, rather, do not) 
cooperate on the same campus, it is clear 
that these various entities offer not only 
different but obviously incompatible 
understandings of Catholicism.
Once again, it goes without saying that 
conservative-leaning Catholic theological 
initiatives are usually much better funded 
than the liberal-leaning ones.
The polarization has changed not only the 
politics of funding theological initiatives 
on Catholic campuses. It has also distorted 
the way of doing theology. On Catholic 
campuses today there is an unstated, but 
very deeply internalized pressure to adhere 
to a pre-determined theological narrative 
and a pre-determined ecclesial politics.
This formation of parallel and separated 
Catholic theological cultures is one of the 
reasons for the crisis of Catholic public 
intellectuals and of the marginalization of 
theology and religious studies in Catholic 
colleges and universities. It is an internal 
division that university administrators have 

learned to exploit and committed Catholic 
students have learned to navigate astutely.
In the long term, there is no imaginable 
survival of Catholic theology without a 
vital, non-perfunctory role for academic 
theology in Catholic colleges and 
universities. The evangelical historian Mark 
Noll, in describing the decline of American 
Evangelical Protestantism writing, said, The 
scandal of the evangelical mind is that there 
is not much of an evangelical mind.

It is certainly too early to issue this kind  
of judgment on Catholicism, given the 
differences between Catholicism and 
Evangelicalism. But there are some clear 
symptoms that point to a looming, epochal 
crisis for Catholic intellectual life. It is a 
crisis caused by many factors.
Catholic intellectual life is being killed by 
the corporatization and ‘commodification’ 
of Catholic colleges and universities, 
located within a more general crisis of 
higher education.
But it is also a self-inflicted wound. The 
death of Catholic intellectual life in the 
Western world may come even sooner than 
we think. It can only be so when Catholic 
minds have spent at least an entire 
generation, the last quarter of a century, 
feeding the polarized narratives of a 
polarized Church. 2

Second Australian Provincial Council 18-25 April 1869
PETER WILKINSON

This is the third article in the series on the seven particular councils held in Australia 
between 1844 and 1937 published in The Swag. It examines the 1869 2nd Australian 
Provincial Council which addressed five main issues: Catholic education, marriage, 
the formation of priests, clerical support & temporal goods and the evangelization of 
Australia’s indigenous peoples. 

Between the 1844 and 1869, 33 
particular councils (provincial and 
plenary) were convened in several 

‘mission territories’ across the English-
speaking world: 18 in the US, 7 in Ireland, 
3 in England, 5 in Canada, and 2 in 
Australia. 
The 2nd Australian Provincial Council, 
scheduled for 1847, was deferred until 
1862, but when only 4 of the 7 bishops 
turned up, it failed to gain official approval 
(recognitio). Another 5 years passed before 
Archbishop Polding could be persuaded to 
plan another council, but when Pope Pius 
IX announced plans in June 1868 for the 
1st Vatican Council in December 1869, 
Polding urged another postponement. 
However, at a bishops’ meeting in August 
1868, he agreed to hold a provincial 

council in early 1869 with an agenda that 
included Catholic education, marriage, 
support for the clergy and administration 
of temporal goods, the formation of priests, 
and evangelization of the Australian 
Aborigines. Polding convoked the Council 
on 15 March 1869. 

Council opening
The 2nd Australian Provincial Council 
opened on 18 April 1869 at St Patrick’s 
Cathedral, Melbourne, attended by clergy, 
religious and laity. The clerics included:  
Metropolitan Archbishop Polding OSB of 
Sydney, his seven Irish suffragan bishops – 
Daniel Murphy of Hobart, James Goold 
OSA of Melbourne, James Quinn of 
Brisbane, Matthew Quinn of Bathurst, 
James Murray of Maitland, Lawrence 

Bonaventure Shiel OFM of Adelaide, and 
William Lanigan of Goulburn – and 30 
priests, including the Jesuit and Marist 
provincials, 5 vicars-general, 3 archdeacons, 
and 5 deans. Seventeen priests acted as 
theological advisors to the bishops. Absent 
were Bishop John Brady of Perth (banned 
from his diocese), Bishop/Abbot Rudisendo 
Salvado OSB of Port Victoria and New 
Norcia (in Europe), and Fr Martin Griver, 
Perth Apostolic Administrator (insufficient 
notice). The Armidale Diocese was vacant. 

Before the Council met, the bishops set the 
rules of procedure, appointed council 
officials, assigned theologians to deal with 
education and marriage, approved English 
for the council deliberations, prescribed 
Latin for the written acts and decrees, and 
determined that Fr Sheehy OSB, 
Administrator of the Armidale Diocese, 
attend the Council as Vicar-General of 
Sydney. 

Denominational schools
There were no schools in Australia until 
1807, when child numbers reached 1,831. 

1

http://www.vulture.com/2012/06/aaron-sorkin-newsroom-interview.html?mid=nymag_press
https://www.americamagazine.org/issue/whats-catholic-about-it
https://www.amazon.com/Scandal-Evangelical-Mind-Mark-Noll-ebook/dp/B003EO8ER0/ref=sr_1_4?ie=UTF8&qid=1511627153&sr=8-4&keywords=mark+noll
https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/showing-its-age
https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/showing-its-age
https://cruxnow.com/church-in-the-usa/2017/11/25/closing-doors-small-religious-colleges-struggle-survival/
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The first Catholic ‘denominational’ school 
was opened by Fr J J Therry at Parramatta 
in 1820 and in 1826 a Clergy and Schools 
Corporation was established, funded by 
land grants. By 1830, 18 Public (Free) 
Schools in NSW were educating 500-600 
pupils and by 1832, 4 Catholic ‘Free and 
Parochial’ schools were operating in the 
Sydney area with government payments of 
£244 for teachers’ salaries and expenses. 
When the Corporation proved unpopular 
and closed in 1833, Governor Bourke 
proposed a national secular education 
system modelled on the Irish National 
System, but the Anglicans, who benefited 
most from the denominational system, 
opposed it and the proposal died. 
From 1833 until the various colonies 
began introducing their own educational 
legislation, the denominational schools of 
Anglicans and Catholics – and other 
religious groups after the 1836 Church Act 
– received government support via land 
grants, building costs, books and requisites, 
and part payment of teacher’s salaries  
(see 1842 NSW Return of Schools below). 
This support did not make the schools  
free, but allowed them to function. The 
various governments also set up special 
denominational school boards to assist with 
improved administration and facilities.
 When Bishop Polding arrived in Sydney 
in 1835 he found 10 Catholic schools 
receiving government assistance, but ‘in a 
very low state’, and the mostly uneducated 
Catholic parents apathetic to both 
education and religious instruction. By 
1842 there were 35 NSW Catholic schools 
educating 2088 students and receiving 
£3029 in government funding.
As representative legislatures were 
established in NSW, Victoria, Tasmania, 
South Australia and West Australia, 
following the Australian Constitutions Acts 
of 1842 and 1850, each used British law 
and equitable principles to establish their 
educational legal frameworks and 
recognized education provision as 
primarily a matter for parents, with the 
state generally not intervening. The 
provision of schooling was left to the 
churches, voluntary philanthropic societies, 
and private individuals.

Dual System of education
By 1844, however, the denominational 
system was failing to offer satisfactory 
education, especially in the country 
districts. It was wasteful, expensive, 
promoted sectarianism, made teachers 
subservient to clerics, and attracted poor 
quality teachers. In its place a ‘dual system’, 
secular and denominational, was 

introduced in NSW in 1848, which 
provided state aid to both denominational 
schools controlled by the Denominational 
Schools Board, and to government schools 
supervised by the National Schools Board. 
Ministers of religion could offer religious 
instruction in government schools at 
specific times. The dual system was soon 
adopted in Tasmania (1849), Victoria, 
Queensland and West Australia. 
However, while all wanted elementary 
education to be free and compulsory, the 
funds available to support the dual system 
were insufficient to supply the schools and 
teachers needed for the growing 
population. In 1851, SA determined not to 
provide state aid to denominational schools 
and legislated ‘to introduce and maintain 
good secular instruction, based on the 
Christian Religion’, where ‘no attempt 
shall be made to influence or disturb the 
peculiar tenets of any religious sect’, ’no 
denominational catechism [will] be used’, 
and ‘[all schools] shall be conducted and 
maintained on the self-supporting 
principle, by periodical payments of school 
fees’ (SA Education Act, 1851, No. 20). 
Children in SA schools were to be taught 
religious ‘opinions’, not religious doctrines. 
The Catholic and Anglican bishops 
protested, warning that religion without 
doctrine would lead to an ‘age of disbelief ’ 
and Fr (later Bishop) Patrick Geoghegan 
told a Victorian Inquiry that ‘if there could 
not be Catholic education it would be 
better if there be no education at all’. 
However, Methodists, Baptists and 
Congregationalists embraced secular 
education as a shield against Anglican  
and Catholic authoritarianism. 
By 1854 there were 64 Catholic primary 
schools in NSW educating 5669 students 
(equally boys and girls) with all lay 
teachers. Their expenses of £7047 were 
covered by £4262 from government and 
£2785 from voluntary contributions. But 
an 1855 NSW Report found that, of all 
schools in the colony, denominational 
schools were the worst, with Catholic 
teachers ‘quite unfit and incompetent’  
and their students ‘in a deplorable state  
of ignorance.’  These schools, especially 
Catholic, were not producing quality 
educational outcomes, and a proliferation 
of uneconomic schools was denying 
education where it was desperately needed. 
Besides, Catholic parents generally had no 
great interest in their schools, and lacked 
any real commitment to religious 
education. One third of all Catholic 
parents sent their children to government 
schools, believing them to be educationally 
superior and no threat to their children’s 
faith. Moreover, the Catechism was taught 

by rote with little explanation, and 
frequently accompanied by corporal or 
other punishments.
In 1858, 246 Catholic schools were 
educating over 11,000 students nationwide, 
with the stated aim of helping poor and 
uneducated Catholic parents educate their 
children in the Catholic faith, and 
providing students with a basic knowledge. 
But the denominational school boards 
were refusing to sanction Catholic text 
books, questioning Catholic syllabuses, and 
inspectors were becoming increasingly 
abrasive with teachers, especially nuns. 
By 1860 the denominational schools had 
lost popular support and the colonies of 
Queensland (1860), Victoria (1862), NSW 
(1866), Tasmania (1868), and WA (1871) 
began legislating to bring both 
denominational and government schools 
under a single board. Official inquiries in 
NSW, Victoria and Queensland also found 
extensive truancy in both cities and 
country areas, with parental indifference to 
education a principal cause. 

National secular system of education
In 1866, the NSW government unveiled 
plans to establish a national free, compulsory 
and secular system of education based on 
the Irish National system, with funding to 
be withdrawn from all denominational 
schools. Faced with the prospect of 
Catholic schools being without 
government support, the Catholic bishops 
united in opposition to the proposed 
National System. The Irish bishops knew 
well that Cardinal Paul Cullen and the 
1850 Synod of Thurles had condemned 
the Irish National System, as had Pope Pius 
IX in his 1864 Syllabus of Errors. 
The bishops saw the politicians promoting 
the national system as eager to destroy all 
principles of religion and Bishop Willson 
had declared in 1858: ‘Without religion 
and morality, secular learning may be a 
great evil.’  In 1860, Bishop Geoghegan 
said that within ‘a few years [the state 
system] would thoroughly unsettle 
Catholicity among our young people’, and 
Bishop Goold viewed the national secular 
system as a blatant attempt to destroy the 
very foundations of Catholicism in 
Australia. Together, the bishops declared: 
‘What can be more false, what more fatal 
to men, to families and to States, than to 
call this [national] system from which 
Christianity is banished, education.’
At their 1862 meeting, the bishops 
denounced the National Education 
proposal as ‘an attempt to deprive 
Catholics of liberty of conscience’ and to 
force them to accept a ‘vitally defective 



9the swag

FEATURES

Continued page 10

system’. They warned Catholic parents to 
be wary, and advised them to call publicly 
and politically for the retention of religious 
education in schools. The bishops held that 
‘the subjects taught, the teacher and his 
faith, the rule and practices of the school 
day, all combine to produce the result which 
we Catholics consider to be education.’
Though believing that the secular 
education system was aimed at the 
debilitation, if not destruction of the 
Catholic Church, the bishops had never 
planned a Catholic ‘system’. Their only 
interest was having Catholic schools 
continue as part of a state-financed system. 
Now they were being forced out by state 
education boards becoming increasingly 
hostile. The prospect of setting up a 
separate system supported by Catholics was 
daunting. The practical problems were 
gigantic, and the bishops knew that many 
Catholic parents, having ignored their 
1862 pitch for Catholic education, 
believed it a waste of time. 
In 1866 there were 19 Catholic schools in 
Adelaide, all under lay instruction. Five 
years later there were 68, with 35 staffed by 
religious teachers, and triple the number of 
students. This was mainly due to Mary 
MacKillop and Fr Julian Tenison Woods 
who had, in 1866, founded the Josephite 
congregation of religious sisters for the 
single purpose of establishing Catholic 
schools to educate the children of poor 
families, particularly in remote locations.  

It was one of two congregations of sisters 
founded in Australia for education. Until 
then, 14 religious teaching congregations 
had been recruited from overseas to 
provide education to the young (Table 1). 
Some Irish bishops wanted congregations 
they could control and manipulate, but the 
Josephite congregation was not one of them.
Fr Tenison Woods also devised ways of 
financing schools of which Catholic 
parents could be proud. His community-
based functions brought Catholics together 
for a common purpose: to raise money, 
and to promote efficiency, high standards, 
and a broad interest in education. His 
model was taken up in many dioceses. 
The enactment of the NSW Public Schools 
Act in 1866 gradually destroyed 
denominational education. Catholic 
schools were forced out of the government 
system by administrative policies: 
tightening of conditions, allocation of the 
worst teachers, harsh inspections, and 
denial of proficiency certificates. Bishop 
Murray denounced politicians both 
individually and collectively and saw all 
parties as “leagued against us” and Bishop 
Goold threatened to excommunicate 
Catholic parents who would send their 
children to state schools. Polding, however, 
blamed the Irish bishops for their militant 
Hibernianism, aggressive self-assertion, 
belligerent sectarianism, and clan leadership. 
But Polding had already become isolated, 

both in Australia and in Rome. The Irish 
bishops had little confidence in him, 
offered him little aid, and intrigued against 
him and his policies. In Rome, he was 
thwarted by the Propaganda authorities, 
who with the Irish bishops saw him as an 
old man to be pitied, and his opinions to 
be dismissed, often with impatience and 
contempt. His Irish suffragans even alleged 
it was Polding’s maladministration which 
had caused the withdrawal of state aid 
from Catholic schools. The unity, 
collegiality and communio which Polding 
had sought to forge at the 1844 Provincial 
Council was fast dissipating. The Irish 
bishops wanted to establish an Irish 
Church in Australia, even if it risked 
importing all the old divisions and hatreds 
it embodied. In 1869, while sectarianism 
was rampant, within the Catholic 
community there was intense bitterness 
and little hope for Catholic education. 
An estimated Catholic population of 
300,000 in 1869 constituted around 20 
per cent of the total European population 
of 1.6 million. The Church was structured 
into 11 dioceses and an Abbacy Nullius, all 
within the Province of Sydney. There were 
142 ‘districts’ or parishes nationwide, 
served by some 160 priests (see Table 2). 
The hierarchy included the English 
Metropolitan Archbishop of Sydney, his  
seven Irish suffragan bishops, and one 
Spanish suffragan bishop/abbot. The 
diocese of Armidale was vacant. 

Table 1: Religious teaching congregations: foundations in Australian dioceses pre-1869

Congregation Source Country Diocese and date of Foundation
Benedictine Monks (English) England Sydney (1835)
Augustinian Fathers Ireland Sydney (1838)
Sisters of Charity (RSC) Ireland Sydney (1838)
Marist Fathers France Sydney (1845)
Benedictine Monks (Cassinese) Italy Perth (1846)
Sisters of Mercy Ireland Perth (1846), Melbourne (1857), Brisbane (1861)
Jesuits (Society of Jesus) Austria; Ireland Adelaide (1848), Melbourne (1865)
Benedictine Sisters (English) England Sydney (1849)
Sisters of St Joseph of the Apparition France Perth (1855)
Good Samaritan Sisters Australia Sydney (1857)
Marist Missionary Sisters France Sydney (1858)
Good Shepherd Sisters Ireland Melbourne (1863) 
Presentation Sisters Ireland Hobart (1866)
Sisters of St Joseph of the Sacred Heart Australia Adelaide (1866)
Dominican Sisters Ireland Maitland (1867)
Christian Brothers Ireland Melbourne (1868)

Source:  The Official Directory of the Catholic Church in Australia, 2017-2018
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Provincial Council decree on 
education
When the bishops came to formulate the 
Council decree on education, they saw the 
Australian National Education system as a 
clone of the Irish system, intended to tack 
‘religion’ on to a totally secular curriculum. 
It was the same fully state-controlled and 
purely secular system that Pope Pius IX 
had roundly denounced in Propositions 
45, 47 and 48 of his Syllabus of Errors. 
They could and would not accept a  
secular education system which excluded 
specifically Catholic teaching, practices  
and atmosphere and replaced it with 
‘non-denominational’ religious instruction. 
It had to be Catholic or not at all. They 
also rejected the idea that it was the 
parents’ responsibility to provide religious 
instruction, since many Catholic parents 
were far too ignorant or indifferent to be 
able to discharge this duty. 
For the bishops, education was integral  
to the Church’s mission, and the Church 
could not surrender its authority in 
education to either the state or anyone else. 
It had a duty to give instruction in the 
Catholic faith and to ensure that Catholic 
parents discharged their duty to do the 
same. Ideally, this would best be done in 

harmony with the state, but the state  
had no right to control or impair parents’ 
rights of conscience or the authority of the 
Church. The state had no right to compel 
parents to violate their consciences by 
forcing them to send their children to 
schools where non-Catholic religion or  
no religion at all was being taught. The 
essence of Catholic education for the 
bishops was that it must take place in,  
and be infused by, a religious atmosphere 
which acts on the child’s whole character  
of mind and heart. It was just the direct 
teaching of Catholic doctrine, but above  
all the interpenetration of a vital Catholic 
atmosphere in the school, its infusion  
with a Catholic life, and a spirit of prayer. 
But not all Catholic parents shared the 
bishops’ views and, even where Catholic 
schools were available, many sent their 
children to other schools. Just prior to the 
Council, Bishop James Quinn had issued 
regulations prohibiting parents who did 
not send their children to Catholics schools 
from being admitted to the sacraments. 
Bishops Murray, Lanigan, Murphy, and 
Serra followed suit. But Polding baulked, 
and refused to join them. 
The enacted Council decree on education 
had seven sections, the first six being:  

1) disapproval of any education system  
that would impede the Church from 
teaching faith and morals; 2) insistence on 
Catholic parents removing their children 
from mixed schools outside the Church’s 
authority; 3) insistence on Church 
authorities being able to set its own 
curriculum, choose its own textbooks, and 
select its own teachers;  4) a requirement to 
erect Catholic schools; 5) insistence of the 
right of Catholics to have a share of public 
monies to build and maintain their own 
schools; and 6) allowing state authorities to 
inspect Catholics schools and their teachers 
to ensure they met the required standards. 
The seventh simply quoted verbatim 
Propositions 45, 47 and 48 of the Syllabus 
of Errors. 

Though the decree made its point about 
state-funding, it implicitly recognized  
that the battle had been lost. The policy  
to be followed henceforth was to set up 
independent and self-funded Catholic 
schools, with the firm insistence that 
Catholic parents must send their children 
to these schools. Finding the funds to build 
the schools, and attracting teachers and 
paying for them was the next big hurdle. 
That burden would fall almost entirely on 
the Australian lay faithful. 

Table 2: Demographic data for Australia, 1869 (other years): total and Catholic population, dioceses, clergy, districts and schools

Colony
1869 Total 
Population

M/F

Diocese/Abbacy 
(erection year)

Catholic 
Population

(year)

Catholic Clergy
(year)

Districts  
(= parishes)

Catholic Schools/
Students

NSW
263,487/
217,297

Sydney (1842) 
Maitland (1847) 

Goulburn (1862) 
Armidale (1862) 
Bathurst (1865)

Sydney – 71,000 
(1862)

Total – 147,627 
(1871)

Sydney – 21 
Maitland – 8 

Goulburn – 10 
 Armidale – 3 

Bathurst – 3  
Total – 47

Sydney – 24 
Maitland – 6 

Goulburn – 12 
Armidale – 8 
Bathurst – 8 

Total – 58

Sydney – 99 
(1862/n/a)

Total – 99+/
n/a

NT n/a Port Victoria (1847) n/a n/a 1 nil

QLD
66,073/
43,088

Brisbane (1859) 12,000 (1864 
est.) 26 (1867) 11 31/n/a

SA
93,759/
87,848

 Adelaide (1842) 24,491 (1866) 32 (1871) 14 19 (1866);  
68 (1871)/

TAS
52,835/
46,355

Hobart (1842) 20,000 (1861) 15 (1862 14 4 (1862)/

VIC 383,665/ 
313,097 Melbourne (1847)

170,620
 (1871) 

36 (1858) 33 115 /17,000 
(1872)

WA 15,320/ 
9,333

Perth (1845) 
New Norcia (1867)

Perth – 8500 
(1882) 5 (est.) Perth – 8 

New Norcia – 1 n/a/1300 (1882)

TOTAL
875,139/
717,018

12 300,000 
(estimate only)

160 (estimate 
only)

142 district. 
(1869)

246 (1858)/
11,000 (1858)

Sources: Various (years are not consistent)
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Mixed Marriage
From the earliest days of the colony, ‘mixed 
marriages’ (i.e. between a Catholic and a 
non-Catholic) were problematic for church 
leaders. With few or no priests, significant 
gender imbalance, small Catholic numbers 
(see Table 1), and difficult living 
circumstances, many Catholics had never 
married and were in de facto relationships, 
often with a non-Catholic partner, or had 
married before a Protestant minister of 
religion or a civil celebrant. 
By 1869, the male/female imbalance had 
improved from 100 males/60 females in 
1844 to 100 males/82 females, but there 
was still a significant imbalance in WA 
(100 males/61 females) and Queensland 
(100 males/ 65 females). This imbalance 
continued to have an effect in moral 
behaviour and marriage, particularly 
‘mixed marriage’ for Catholics. Catholics 
were also a minority group (circa 20%) in 
the total population. 
From the outset, Archbishop Polding had 
preferred a ‘mixed marriage’ to no marriage 
at all, and at the 1844 1st Provincial 
Council succeeded in having this position 
accepted by his suffragan bishops. As late 
as 1860, 30-40 per cent of all marriages of 
Catholics were mixed.
In 1858 Pope Pius IX issued a stern 
Instruction on ‘mixed marriages’ to bishops 
worldwide. He urged them to most 
religiously keep the teaching of the Church 
respecting these marriages, [to} turn the 
Catholics away from mixed marriages, and 
teach them the doctrine and laws of the 
Church affecting these marriages, [for] the 
Church has always reprobated mixed 
marriages, and has held them to be unlawful 
and pernicious because of the danger of 
perversion that hangs over the Catholic party, 
and of the disastrous influences affecting the 
education of children. 
Though well aware of this instruction, the 
priest members of 1869 Council formerly 
requested, before discussions had begun, 
that the council decree be benign. And 
when a harsh decree was drafted, they 
asked that it be modified or deleted, 
arguing that their pastoral experience told 
them that it was too harsh for the 
circumstances of the mission, would likely 
cause religious disharmony, and that some 
of its regulations should be left to the 
discretion of the priest celebrant. But with 
the Irish bishops refusing to budge, a 
robust debate followed with the priests 
again seeking modification. The bishops, 
however, were adamant and insisted on  
full adoption the Pius’s 1858 Instruction. 
Bishop Murray was the most insistent on a 

strict decree, believing that Australian 
Catholicism was being menaced, to the 
point of imminent destruction, by the 
prevalence of ‘mixed marriages’. He 
desperately wanted Catholics to be kept 
apart from Protestants and their 
contamination, and in his own diocese  
he refused to allow mixed marriages.  
He was irked when refused couples went  
to Sydney, which he interpreted as a threat 
to his authority.  
The Council’s enacted decree on marriage 
contained 12 paragraphs which: confirmed 
the rubrics of the Roman missal and ritual; 
confirmed the decrees of the 1844 
Council; made marriage banns obligatory; 
allowed diocesan bishops to permit mixed 
marriages, but only under strict conditions 
(with cautiones and grave reasons) and 
outside the church without any sacred rite; 
made it a sin reserved to the bishop for a 
Catholic to enter a mixed married before a 
non-Catholic minister or civil celebrant; 
and imposed automatic excommunication 
on two Catholics it they married before 
such celebrants. The bishops also ordered 
all the Council’s Latin decrees on marriage 
to be translated into English and read in all 
parishes.
In a Pastoral Letter composed at the 
Council the bishops wrote: The frequency of 
mixed marriages is a terrible blot upon the 
character of our Catholic community. It is sad 
to think with what facility Catholic parents 
consent to such irreligious connections, and 
with how little caution they expose their 
young people to social intercourse, where 
passionate fancy and the thoughtlessness of 
youth are certain to entail the danger of 
mischievous alliances. It is in the main the 
fault of the parents more than of the children, 
who hear so little warning against mixed 
marriage ...and its dangers and miseries. If 
young people did hear from the clergy and 
from parents the sense and doctrine of the 
Church concerning such marriages, these 
unholy unions would be a far rarer calamity 
than they are. 

Formation of priests and provincial 
Seminary
Australia’s first seminary, St Mary’s at 
Sydney, was opened by Bishop Polding in 
1838 as an integral part his Benedictine 
‘dream’. When it moved to Glebe in 1857, 
it had produced 28 priests, but few 
Australian-born. In the meantime, three 
other seminaries had opened in Hobart 
(1854), Melbourne (1849) and Sevenhill, 
SA (1856). However, by 1862 all these had 
closed. Following a strong call for an 
‘Australian priesthood’ and an ecclesiastical 
seminary in the late 1850s, the bishops had 
discussed establishing a ‘central 

ecclesiastical college [seminary] for the 
Australian province’ at their 1862 meeting, 
but deferred a decision. Several preferred 
an Australian seminary in Rome, but not 
urgently. 
At the 1869 Council, Polding proposed ‘a 
common or provincial seminary’, but it 
was not considered a priority. Bishop 
Matthew Quinn wrote to Bishop Lanigan: 
‘We have said nothing about seminaries, 
because we do not know what to say. Please 
suggest something.’  There was no 
discussion of the matter at the formal 
council meetings, and the earlier proposal 
for an Australian seminary in Rome was 
not even raised. The only proposal, put 
forward by Bishop Quinn, was ‘that a 
provincial seminary be established in 
Melbourne under the care and 
management of the Jesuit Fathers.’ But 
only after the Council had closed did the 
bishops discuss privately a Jesuit-staffed 
seminary in Melbourne, though they made 
no decision. The Irish bishops seemed 
content to let the seminaries in Ireland 
supply all the priests they needed, and 
when they went to Rome for the 1st 
Vatican Council later that year, most used 
the opportunity to recruit more Irish 
priests. Later that year, following the 
ordination of the last 3 seminarians at St 
Mary’s, Glebe, it too was closed, rendering 
the whole country without any functioning 
seminary. 

Support for the Clergy and 
administration of temporal goods
In their 1862 Pastoral Letter, the bishops 
reminded the laity of their obligation to 
provide financial support to the clergy. In 
1869, after an animated discussion on 
support for the clergy, 5 decrees were 
enacted which included: the faithful must 
be instructed on their obligation to 
support the clergy; priests are not to raise 
money in an inappropriate manner; all 
income is subject to ecclesiastical authority; 
the bishop’s income can derive from a tax 
on parish collections, offerings and stole 
fees; a diocesan society for infirm priests  
is to be established; collections and 
borrowings are not permitted without the 
ordinary’s permission; every priest to draw 
up a will with a priest executor; priests are 
not to borrow money or act as executors of 
wills of laypersons without permission; and 
all parishes are to keep an inventory and 
financial records. 

Evangelization of Aboriginal peoples
For 60,000 years prior to 1788, possibly 
300,000 Aboriginal people, living in 
hundreds of small nomadic groups or 
tribes and speaking 250 distinct languages, 

Continued page 12
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had inhabited the Australian mainland and 
adjacent islands. Living as hunters and 
gatherers, they shared customs, totemic 
rites, laws, ceremonies, marriage and 
kinship arrangements, and had a strong 
spiritual bond to their respective tribal 
lands. 
On arrival in 1788, the British classified 
the place as a ‘settled colony’, and simply 
assumed ownership of the land which they 
considered uninhabited by a recognized 
sovereign or people with recognisable 
institutions and laws (terra nullius). As they 
did not consider it a conquered or ceded 
land, they made no treaty with the 
indigenous people, and made no 
arrangements to acquire the land or to 
regulate mutual dealings. They treated all 
indigenous people solely as ‘individuals’, 
not as groups, tribes or communities. 
Some colonists doubted that the 
Aboriginal people were true ‘humans’ and 
considered them wild savages who could 
never be ‘civilized’. Others recognized 
them as an inoffensive people with natural 
virtues, attached to their land, affectionate 
to their children, and not given to warlike 
or treacherous actions, unless there was 
interference with their tribal laws and 
customs. 
British colonial policy had three basic 
principles for Aborigines: 1) they were to 
be ‘civilized’ and converted to Christianity; 
2) they were to have the full status and 
legal rights of British subjects; and 3) their 
physical well-being was to be fully 

protected. However, as contact with 
Europeans increased, the first two 
principles were gradually abandoned, the 
third neglected, and all notion of white 
responsibility let slide.

The British told the Aborigines they were 
British subjects, subject to and protected 
by British law. But it was protection as a 
privilege, not a right. When serious crimes 
were committed by Aborigines against 
Europeans, or vice versa, or by Aboriginals 
against one another, only British law was 
applied, with the minimum of 
‘administrative flexibility’ and scant or no 
recognition of Aboriginal customary laws 
and traditions. Though a 1837 House of 
Commons Select Committee considered it 
absurd and unjust to apply British notions 
of law to Aboriginal people unless 
tempered with discretion and ‘special 
measures’, British civil law refused to 
recognize Aboriginal land rights and 
customary law. While the Aborigines were 
not treated as ‘trespassers’ on Crown Land, 
the Crown freely alienated their traditional 
lands to settlers who displaced them, often 
by force. Aboriginal marriages were not 
recognized, the right of parents to the 
custody of their children was precarious to 
non-existent, their legal right to make 
contracts, own property and sue in the 
courts was treated as irrelevant, and their 
testimony in the courts refused unless they 
were Christians. By 1850 it was firmly 
established that there should be no formal 
recognition of Aboriginal customary laws.

The first Catholic outreach to the 
Aborigines came from Fr John J Therry, the 
compassionate Irish priest with the touch 
for spiritual communication. On arrival at 
Sydney in 1820, he found the Aborigines 
living near the settlements had already 
been corrupted by the convicts and their 
overseers, and little attention given to  
their welfare or evangelization. Therry 
instinctively did what he thought best and 
baptized the few indigenous children who 
were brought to him by their parents. But 
his superior, Fr William Ullathorne OSB, 
who knew nothing of Aboriginal religious 
beliefs, disapproved of his actions. 
Ullathorne depicted the Australian 
Aboriginal in 1833 as a ‘naked savage, who 
wanders through these endless forests, who 
[previously] knew nothing monstrous in 
crime, except cannibalism, until England 
schooled him in horrors through her 
prisoners.’ Ullathorne believed that 
nothing religious could be done for those 
Aborigines living near the settlements, but 
that only beyond the limits of settlement 
could they be won over by missionaries 
and assimilated to European ways, i.e. 
‘civilized’. In 1840 the editor of the 
Catholic Chronicle, wrote: ‘We have 
deprived [the Aboriginals] of the means  
of sustenance. We have driven them from 
their haunts; we have communicated to 
them our diseases and vices; in a word, an 
edict has gone out for their extermination.’ 
That same year, Bishop Polding, then Vicar 
Apostolic of the Australian mission, wrote 
to the Society for the Propagation of the 
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Faith in France stating that he did not have 
a single priest to evangelize the Aborigines. 
Polding was always well-disposed to 
Australia’s indigenous peoples. In an 1849 
Pastoral Letter he wrote: The wretched 
unfortunate Aborigines of the country – the 
first occupants of the lands over which your 
flocks and herds now roam – have a very 
strong claim upon you. Nor will the Lord 
hold you innocent if you have not used your 
best endeavours to promote their temporal 
and eternal well-being. Though deeply 
concerned at the way white settlers were 
mindlessly depriving the indigenous 
peoples of their land, culture and way of 
life, especially their spiritual attachment to 
the land, Polding did not fully comprehend 
its implications. At the 1862 bishops 
meeting, no mention was made of the 
Aborigines or their evangelization.
In 1842, Pope Gregory XVI established a 
separate Prefecture Apostolic for a ‘mission 
to the Aborigines’ in Australia and put it in 
the care of 4 Italian Passionist priests. 
Although placed outside the provincial 
structure and Polding’s jurisdiction, when 
the Passionists arrived in Australia, Polding 
immediately assumed command and sent 
them to minister to a small Aboriginal 
group at Moreton Bay (QLD). When they 
realized that the Aborigines were nomadic, 
they accompanied them on their 
‘walkabouts’ to gain their confidence and 
to understand their customs. But they soon 
concluded that, apart from some hope for 
the young boys, they could do little to 
convert the adults. After several years, the 
mission failed, not least because Polding 
would not endorse the Passsionists’ plans 
and starved them of resources. Nor did he 
invite the Passionists to attend the 1st 
Provincial Council in 1844, where no 
mention was made of evangelizing the 
indigenous peoples. The prefecture 
apostolic and the Moreton Bay mission 
were closed in 1847.
In 1844, two Spanish Benedictine priests, 
Rudesindo Salvado and José Serra, 
deciding to dedicate their lives to the 
‘conversion of primitives’, signalled their 
intentions to Propaganda in Rome which 
suggested they evangelize the Australian 
Aboriginals. At the same time, Fr John 
Brady, Polding’s vicar-general for Western 
Australia, was also in Rome, and had 
devised a plan for the evangelization of 
‘two million Aborigines’ in Western 
Australia. In his Memorandum to Propaganda, 
Brady proposed a new diocese at Perth, 
with vicariates apostolic at Essington (near 
Darwin) and King George Sound (Albany) 
to evangelize the Aborigines. Propaganda 
opted for a single diocese only and offered 
the bishopric to Fr Ullathorne. He 

declined the offer, but said that the new 
diocese would be ‘the most suitable for a 
mission to the blacks’. When Pope Gregory 
XVI was informed, he approved Brady’s 
original plan and in 1845 appointed Brady 
the new bishop. Brady immediately 
recruited Salvado and Serra whom the 
pope officially named as ‘Missionaries 
Apostolic for the Diocese of Perth’, 
requested that the Passionists struggling  
at Moreton Bay be transferred to work 
among the Aborigines at Essington and 
King George Sound, and recruited 28 
other missionaries, including several 
French priests of the Society of the 
Immaculate Heart of Mary, some 
seminarians, and several Irish sisters. 
Brady assigned the French priests to 
evangelize the Aborigines near Albany,  
but they were soon starving, and were 
transferred to Mauritius. He assigned an 
Italian priest, Angelo Confalonieri, to 
Essington, who, though shipwrecked on 
the voyage there, survived and eventually 
spent two years evangelizing the Iwaidja 
Aborigines near Essington before dying at 
age 35 in 1848. Brady sent a Benedictine 
contingent of 5 missionaries to Victoria 
Plains where they settled and began the 
New Norcia mission. However, Brady had 
collected insufficient funds for his various 
projects, and with meagre support from 
the 306 European Catholics at Perth, 
within two years the whole new diocesan 
enterprise became a financial disaster.
When the British Government were 
planning a new colony at Port Victoria 
(Darwin), it asked the Holy See to appoint 
a bishop. Gregory XVI appointed Jose 
Serra, but suddenly transferred him to 
Perth as coadjutor bishop. His compatriot 
Salvado was appointed his replacement, 
but he never took possession of the 
diocese, preferring to remain at the New 
Norcia mission which was separated from 
Perth in 1867. Salvado became its first 
Abbot. In 1868, the Perth Vicar General 
reported that there are about forty [blacks] 
at the Benedictine mission of New Norcia. 
Almost all the females were educated in 
[Perth] by the Sisters, and were then married 
to young Christian blacks belonging to the 
New Norcia station. There are few blacks, 
however, in this vast but almost uninhabited 
colony. The greater part ... die young, those 
especially who are at service among the 
colonists: the food and manner of life of the 
Europeans are not suitable to them. 
The 1869 Plenary Council members 
should have been aware of the three failed 
missions – Moreton Bay, (QLD), Albany 
(WA) and Port Essington (NT) – as well as 
the struggling Benedictine mission at New 
Norcia. Yet the only resolution that the 

1869 Council came up with was to seek 
out another religious congregation to take 
up the evangelization of the Aborigines.

Miscellaneous
Besides the decrees on the five main  
agenda items, the Council enacted several 
miscellaneous decrees relating to baptism, 
the Society for the Propagation of the 
Faith, the annual collection for the Pope, 
use of Latin when conferring the 
sacraments, and the need to read the 
Council’s decrees and Pope’s instructions. 
The bishops also published a Pastoral 
Letter on 24 April denouncing 
‘indifferentism’ (the deadliest of all errors), 
mixed schools (a gross invasion of freedom of 
conscience) and mixed marriages. They 
pleaded for justice for the Aborigines, and 
reminded the Catholic laity of their 
responsibility to support the Church.
After the Council closed on 25 April, the 
bishops continued to meet privately until 4 
May, discussing the suitability of 
Melbourne becoming a Metropolitan see, 
the establishment of a new diocese at 
Ballarat, the separation of the northern 
section of the Brisbane diocese for a new 
and separate vicariate apostolic, and the 
establishment of a provincial seminary in 
Melbourne. No date was set for a follow-
up council.
Polding forwarded the Council’s acts and 
decrees to the Holy See on 16 June and, 
shortly after, most of the bishops began 
making their way to Rome for the opening 
of the 1st Vatican Council. Propaganda 
initially wanted to defer approval of the 
Provincial Council’s decrees until after the 
conclusion of the ecumenical council, but 
when it was suspended indefinitely on 20 
October 1870, approval (recognitio) was 
given on 18 July 1872 with three 
qualifications: there was to be no 
admission fees for Mass, no permanent 
pew-rents, and Episcopal taxation was to 
be decided at an annual diocesan synod in 
consultation with the clergy. Propaganda 
also requested more background 
information on the proposed new Ballarat 
diocese and the North Queensland 
vicariate apostolic. 2

Bulk Swag 
Subscriptions

Parishes and Schools
$1.00 per copy for orders of 

20 or more plus postage.
Contact the 

NCP National Office.



14 autumn 2018

FEATURES

Catholic women speak out on child sexual abuse
MARILYN HATTON AND MOIRA COOMBS

“The Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse Report  
and its recommendations are essential for the care and protection of children and 
care of victims and their families. They are also important steps in preventing the 
perpetuation of the destructive clerical culture that produced the horrifying sexual 
abuse in the Catholic Church,” Marilyn Hatton and Moira Coombs write. Marilyn 
Hatton, the current coordinator of the Australian Catholic Coalition for Church 
Renewal, was one of the Australian representatives at the 2016 Chicago meeting of 
International Reforming Priests and Reform Groups and represents Australia on the 
international group Women’s Ordination Worldwide (WOW) Executive Committee. 
She is a founding member of Catholics Speak Out. Moira Coombs is a member of 
Catholics Speak Out and Concerned Catholics.

Catholic women make up the 
majority of volunteers and 
ministerial professionals that are  

the workforce of the Church. Women in 
religious orders, theologians, ministers, 
teachers, nurses, doctors, counsellors, 
administrators, CEO’s, lawyers and 
accountants, the mothers, sisters, 
daughters, colleagues and friends of  
the victims, are the back bone of the 
Catholic Church and they welcome the 
recommendations and work of the Royal 
Commission. 
The recommendations, to the extent that  
it is possible, address issues of reparation, 
healing, compensation, safety, respect and, 
most importantly, prevention. 
But, as other respected commentators, 
renewal groups and leaders, including  
Pope Francis have stated, sexual abuse  
is a symptom of a dysfunctional and 
destructive culture, so any renewal has  
to firmly address that clerical culture. 
This is a big “but”, because the faithful 
women and men of the Church who have 
worked to change this culture over the 
years have “had enough” of a blinded 
episcopate, and this cultural change cannot 
possibly occur unless the bishops and the 
laity work together.

Much of what the RC 
Report recommends 
rests with the bishops 
who have proved 
wanting and broken 
trust. Even now some 
bishops don’t 
demonstrate the 
co-operation, 
understanding and 
energy that will be 
necessary to imagine the 
root and branch change 
required to develop 
completely new ways  
of bringing Christ’s 
message of love and 

justice to the world. Our world has 
benefited much from Christianity’s input 
in the past and nowadays it desperately 
needs its hope to address the overwhelming 
challenges of inhumane destructive wars, 
environmental collapse, poverty and 
international displacement of millions  
of peoples.
Women’s equality and participation is a 
crucial structural issue for breaking the 
clerical culture in the Catholic Church.  
It is hard to imagine that abuse would  
have been so enduring if there had been  
a gender balance at all levels and offices 
within the Church. Most mothers and 
fathers would have protected children.
Women and men participating equally  
in decision-making at every level in the 
church’s organizational structure is the only 
way effective governance and principles of 
accountability, transparency and 
inclusiveness will occur. There are ways to 
rectify this imbalance including review of 
Canon Law, initiatives such as the return 
to ministry of married priests, introducing 
optional celibacy, and women in all forms 
ministry, including deaconate and 
priesthood would open the doors of our 
Church to justice and prevent the recent 
horror occurring again. 

So, our plea to women and men of faith 
who are understandably fed up, is that 
wherever you are, inside or outside the 
Church, to urge you to give the bishops 
one last chance and join in guiding and 
supporting them in this root and branch 
reform that will be so beneficial. Just like 
Charles Dickens in his novel A Christmas 
Carol (1843) – set in another time of 
shocking injustice – urged his characters to 
give the miserly and unjust Scrooge just 
one last chance to redeem himself.
There are glimmers of hope to lift flagging 
spirits. Some bishops have written pastoral 
letters in response to the Royal 
Commission Report pledging their 
commitment and indicating that they have 
some understanding of what is involved. 
The changes that have occurred already 
through the Royal Commission’s work 
have put all people in the Kingdom of God 
on alert and on a steep learning curve.
It is important not to forget that we are all 
made equal in this kingdom, the laity and 
priests are church as much as the bishops, 
it is time for the laity and committed 
priests to claim that sovereignty and speak 
out in informed ways for a practice of faith 
that effectively serves future generations. 
Listening, dialogue, reframing and shifting 
the discussion with humility and respect 
will be crucial. 
Archbishop Coleridge has appointed a 
group to plan and facilitate the Plenary 
Council of 2020, under the leadership of 
Lana Turvey-Collins. I spoke with Lana 
last week and I have to say our interactions 
gave me hope. She is a clever open-minded 
person who has an impressive background 
in cultural change and strategic planning 
and is an excellent communicator. 
While the laity are speaking out and 
engaging, the Australian bishops will also 
need to be able to listen and engage in the 
first instance and be strong and speak up in 
Rome, although the predictions are that it 
will be tough for them, Australia could 
lead this reform internationally, there 
would be many who would support them.
With strong support and planning from 
the laity, together with the Royal 
Commission recommendations, they 
should be well equipped to put the case  
for change. 
They are not without allies in Rome. 
Archbishop Paul Gallagher knows Australia 
well, having been our Papal Nuncio until 
2014 and he will be sympathetic to the 
challenge facing the Australian bishops. 2
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Recommendations of the Royal Commission for the  
Catholic Church  
The Recommendations for the Catholic Church from the Royal Commission are 
published here in full.

Recommendation 16.6 The bishop of 
each Catholic Church diocese in Australia 
should ensure that parish priests are not 
the employers of principals and teachers in 
Catholic schools.
Recommendation 16.7 The Australian 
Catholic Bishops Conference should 
conduct a national review of the 
governance and management structures of 
dioceses and parishes, including in relation 
to issues of transparency, accountability, 
consultation and the participation of lay 
men and women. This review should draw 
from the approaches to governance of 
Catholic health, community services and 
education agencies.
Recommendation 16.8 In the interests  
of child safety and improved institutional 
responses to child sexual abuse, the 
Australian Catholic Bishops Conference 
should request the Holy See to:

a. publish criteria for the selection  
of bishops, including relating to  
the promotion  of child safety.  
b. establish a transparent process for 
appointing bishops which includes the 
direct participation of lay people.

Recommendation 16.9 The Australian 
Catholic Bishops Conference should 
request the Holy See to amend the 1983 
Code of Canon Law to create a new canon 
or series of canons specifically relating to 
child sexual abuse, as follows:

a. All delicts (violations of the law) 
relating to child sexual abuse should be 
articulated as canonical crimes against 
the child, not as moral failings or as 
breaches of the ‘special obligation’ of 
clerics and religious to observe celibacy. 
b. All delicts relating to child sexual abuse 
should apply to any person holding a 
‘dignity, office or responsibility in the 
Church’ regardless of whether they are 
ordained or not ordained.  
c. In relation to the acquisition, 
possession, or distribution of 
pornographic images, the delict 
(currently contained in Article 6 §2 1° 
of the revised 2010 norms attached to 
the motu proprio Sacramentorum 
sanctitatis tutela) should be amended to 
refer to minors under the age of 18, not 
minors under the age of 14.

Recommendation 16.10 The Australian 
Catholic Bishops Conference should 

request the Holy See to amend canon law 
so that the pontifical secret does not apply 
to any aspect of allegations or canonical 
disciplinary processes relating to child 
sexual abuse.
Recommendation 16.11 The Australian 
Catholic Bishops Conference should 
request the Holy See to amend canon law 
to ensure that the ‘pastoral approach’ is not 
an essential precondition to the 
commencement of canonical action 
relating to child sexual abuse.
Recommendation 16.12 The Australian 
Catholic Bishops Conference should 
request the Holy See to amend canon law 
to remove the time limit (prescription) for 
commencement of canonical actions 
relating to child sexual abuse. This 
amendment should apply retrospectively.
Recommendation 16.13 The Australian 
Catholic Bishops Conference should 
request the Holy See to amend the 
‘imputability’ test in canon law so that a 
diagnosis of paedophilia is not relevant to 
the prosecution of or penalty for a 
canonical offence relating to child sexual 
abuse. 
Recommendation 16.14 The Australian 
Catholic Bishops Conference should 
request the Holy See to amend canon law 
to give effect to Recommendations 16.55 
and 16.56.
Recommendation 16.15 The Australian 
Catholic Bishops Conference and Catholic 
Religious Australia, in consultation with 
the Holy See, should consider establishing 
an Australian tribunal for trying canonical 
disciplinary cases against clergy, whose 
decisions could be appealed to the 
Apostolic Signatura (the highest judicial 
authority in the Catholic Church) in the  
usual way.
Recommendation 16.16 The Australian 
Catholic Bishops Conference should 
request the Holy See to introduce measures 
to ensure that Vatican Congregations and 
canonical appeal courts always publish 
decisions in disciplinary matters relating to 
child sexual abuse, and provide written 
reasons for their decisions. Publication 
should occur in a timely manner. In some 
cases it may be appropriate  to suppress 
information that might lead to the 
identification of a victim.

Recommendation 16.17 The Australian 
Catholic Bishops Conference should 
request the Holy See to amend canon law 
to remove the requirement to destroy 
documents relating to canonical criminal 
cases in matters of morals, where the 
accused cleric has died or ten years have 
elapsed from the condemnatory sentence. 
In order to allow for delayed disclosure of 
abuse by victims and to take account of the 
limitation periods for civil actions for child 
sexual abuse, the minimum requirement 
for retention of records in the secret 
archives should be at least 45 years.
Recommendation 16.18 The Australian 
Catholic Bishops Conference should 
request the Holy See to consider 
introducing voluntary celibacy for  
diocesan clergy.
Recommendation 16.19 All Catholic 
religious institutes in Australia, in 
consultation with their international 
leadership and the Holy See as required, 
should implement measures to address the 
risks of harm to children and the potential 
psychological and sexual dysfunction 
associated with a celibate rule of religious 
life. This should include consideration of 
whether and how existing models of 
religious life could be modified to facilitate 
alternative forms of association, shorter 
terms of celibate commitment, and/or 
voluntary celibacy (where that is consistent 
with the form of association that has been 
chosen).
Recommendation 16.20 In order to 
promote healthy lives for those who choose 
to be celibate, the Australian Catholic 
Bishops Conference and all Catholic 
religious institutes in Australia should 
further develop, regularly evaluate and 
continually improve, their processes for 
selecting, screening and training of 
candidates for the clergy and religious life, 
and their processes of ongoing formation, 
support and supervision of clergy and 
religious.
Recommendation 16.21 The Australian 
Catholic Bishops Conference and Catholic 
Religious Australia should establish a 
national protocol for screening candidates 
before and during seminary or religious 
formation,  as well as before ordination or 
the profession of religious vows.
Recommendation 16.22 The Australian 
Catholic Bishops Conference and Catholic 
Religious Australia should establish a 
mechanism to ensure that diocesan bishops 

https://www.childabuseroyalcommission.gov.au/
https://www.childabuseroyalcommission.gov.au/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catholic_Church
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and religious superiors draw upon broad-
ranging professional advice in their 
decision-making, including from staff  
from seminaries or houses of formation, 
psychologists, senior clergy and religious, 
and lay people, in relation to the admission 
of individuals to:

a. seminaries and houses of religious 
formation.  
b. ordination and/or profession of vows.

Recommendation 16.23 In relation to 
guideline documents for the formation  
of priests and religious:

a. The Australian Catholic Bishops 
Conference should review and revise the 
Ratio nationalis institutionis sacerdotalis: 
Programme for priestly formation 
(current version December 2015), and 
all other guideline documents relating 
to the formation of priests, permanent 
deacons, and those in pastoral ministry, 
to explicitly address the issue of child 
sexual abuse by clergy and best practice 
in relation to its prevention.  

b. All Catholic religious institutes in 
Australia should review and revise their 
particular norms and guideline 
documents relating to the formation of 
priests, religious brothers, and religious 
sisters, to explicitly address the issue of 
child sexual abuse and best practice in 
relation to its prevention.

Recommendation 16.24 The Australian 
Catholic Bishops Conference and Catholic 
Religious Australia should conduct a 
national review of current models of initial 
formation to ensure that they promote 
pastoral effectiveness, (including in relation 
to child safety and pastoral responses to 
victims and survivors) and protect against 
the development of clericalist attitudes.
Recommendation 16.25 The Australian 
Catholic Bishops Conference and Catholic 
Religious Australia should develop and 
each diocese and religious institute should 
implement mandatory national standards 
to ensure that all people in religious or 
pastoral ministry (bishops, provincials, 
clergy, religious, and lay personnel): 

a. undertake mandatory, regular 
professional development, compulsory 
components being professional 
responsibility and boundaries,  
ethics in ministry, and child safety.  
b. undertake mandatory professional/
pastoral supervision.  
c. undergo regular performance 
appraisals.

Recommendation 16.26 The Australian 
Catholic Bishops Conference should 
consult with the Holy See, and make 
public any advice received, in order to 
clarify whether: 

a. information received from a child 
during the sacrament of reconciliation 
that they have been sexually abused is 
covered by the seal of confession.  
b. if a person confesses during the 
sacrament of reconciliation to 
perpetrating child sexual abuse, 
absolution can and should be withheld 
until they report themselves to civil 
authorities. 2

Melbourne’s new Archbishop
ERIC HODGENS

Australia’s bishops urgently need a visionary, charismatic leader to reclaim public 
credibility for the church argues Eric Hodgens, Melbourne priest.

2018 will be a fateful year for the Catholic 
Church in Australia as Melbourne gets a 
new archbishop. This appointment, if 
successful, offers some hope for the Church; 
if a failure, it will hasten the Church’s 
decline into insignificance. Here’s why.
The national episcopal conference is of 
central importance because changes 
affecting the whole country require its 
approval. Pope Francis is encouraging 
national conference to be more proactive 
– in contrast to the policy of the last two 
popes who restricted conference authority.
The Australian Conference of Catholic 
Bishops (ACCB) is in poor shape having 
been hit by a triple whammy of Roman 

constriction under the last two popes,  
the back room influence of Cardinal Pell 
and the public devastation of the Royal 
Commission into Institutional Responses 
to Child Sexual Abuse.
The two popes exercised their control by 
carefully selecting compliant bishops and 
then closely supervising them. Over 35 
years this led to a paralysis of local 
initiative and a policy of doing nothing 
without Rome’s approval.
George Pell was the right man at the right 
time from Rome’s point of view. He was a 
Restorationist like John Paul II. He became 
a dominant public figure following his 
appointment as Archbishop of Melbourne 
in 1996, then Sydney in 2001. His move 
to Rome in 2014 gave him daily access to 
the Byzantine halls of power of the 
Vatican. Although out of tune with most 
of the bishops, it was Pell’s views that got 
publicity. Now that he is on leave from 
church duties, he is silent. But no episcopal 
voice has taken his place.
The Royal Commission has deauthorised 
bishops by showing how widespread was 
their failure to act decisively against clerical 
sexual abuse. They are seen as having 

protected criminal abusers and prioritised 
protection of diocesan assets over care for 
their people. They have lost the confidence 
of many of their people. When they do 
speak out, the public, Catholics included, 
have a there they go again reaction.
The two recent public debates about same 
sex marriage and assisted dying have 
highlighted this. They argued that their 
opinions were the teaching of the Church. 
The vote of the Catholic people showed they 
are not the belief of the Catholic Church.
Australia’s bishops urgently need a 
visionary, charismatic leader to reclaim 
public credibility for the Church. A golden 
opportunity is opening up with the 
impending appointment of a new 
Archbishop of Melbourne. Melbourne is 
Australia’s largest Catholic diocese. The 
right man in this job could become the 
leading Catholic voice not only in 
Melbourne but in Australia.
What should the Roman Congregation of 
Bishops be looking for in the next bishop? 
Under present rules it will have to be a 
currently ordained priest. What else is 
required?
• He should be an already credible public 

figure and leader. This limits the field 
and eliminates most current bishops.

• He must be across current social and 
political issues– not interested only in 

1
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church matters. This demands experience 
of political, social and economic currents 
in contemporary Australia.

• He must have a vision of the mission of 
the Church as instanced by Pope Francis. 
This means prioritising, care for people. 
Human rights must be a top priority in 
contrast to the more totalitarian mindset 
that puts the institution first. Australia 
has serious human rights challenges with 
few strong public voices drawing 
attention to them.

• He needs to know Church laws, customs 
and procedures, but not be hidebound 
by them.

• He must be open to urgent intervention 
on the problem of ministry. Clericalism 
and its shield of celibacy must be broken. 
This entails diversifying ministry, 
admitting women to ministry and 
married men to priesthood.

• He must be able to bring the episcopal 
conference with him. Hence, he needs 
diplomacy skills. 

• He must be a good listener and a skilled 
delegator. Nobody can run a diocese as 
large as Melbourne without defining 
different areas of responsibility, setting up 
administrative structures and picking the 
right people to lead and organise them.

• He must have a plan for the Melbourne 
and Australian Church.

• He must be a good communicator, 
preacher and public speaker.

Reliable sources say that, as of January 2018, 
the Nuncio has started the selection process. 
He will produce a short list of three 
recommended candidates and send it to the 
Congregation of Bishops – a department of 
the Vatican bureaucracy. Further processing 
by the staff of that Congregation, results in 
a final, prioritised list which goes to a 
meeting of the full Congregation for 
official approval. It is then sent to the pope. 
The pope has the final say and is known to 
occasionally parachute in his own choice.  
A major difference this time is that Pell, the 
kingmaker of many recent appointments, 
will not have an official say in the Vatican 
process this time. But who knows who 
today’s king maker is? Only the real 
insiders will know that.
It is worth noting that this process is an 
object lesson in clericalism. The pope, the 
Royal Commission and even our own 
bishops have decried clericalism in the 
Church. But it is alive and well. It will 
determine this appointment – possibly  
the most important one in fifty years.  
Stay tuned. 2

OMG how you’ve changed since I was a boy!
DES CONNOLLY

Des Connolly is a parishioner of St Patricks Church Sutherland and a member of the 
Parish Spirituality Group. Before retirement he was principal at St Catherine Laboure 
Primary School, Gymea and then at Star of the Sea Primary School, Miranda.

Lord, a long time ago when I was a 
little boy I remember you as this very 
stern, judgmental father figure with a 

long beard and flowing grey hair. You were 
positioned somewhere up in the sky 
surrounded by clouds with rays of brilliant 
sunlight streaming from all around you. 
You were someone to fear for you saw 
everything everyone did or even thought 
and kept an account of it so that on 
judgement day you could divide the sheep 
from the goats. Of course there was heaven 
where all the good people (sheep) went and 
then there was that terrible place of eternal 
punishment called hell where all the bad 
people (goats) went. In between there was 
a place called Limbo for all who had not 
been baptised. (Baptism being an absolute 
prerequisite to enter heaven)
As a young boy I was very much afraid of 
you for you were very exacting and 
uncompromising. Everything according to 
you was black and white – good and bad. 
You see your church at that time had 
devised a green catechism that I and other 
children had to learn verbatim. It was a 
small book that had a large number of 
questions each followed by a precisely 
defined answer. Question: Who is God? 
Answer: God is the creator of all things 
and the Supreme lord of all.
We learnt this book throughout our 
primary school years and it became the 
measure of our knowledge of You. And it 
was mainly through this narrow rote 
mechanism that my conscience was formed 
to decide right from wrong.
Wrongs were called sins and they were a 
big deal with you then because if they were 
serious (mortal) they could damn you to 
hell for all eternity.
Luckily though You had arranged a 
sacrament called Confession so that we 
could erase our sins and return to your 
favour or the state of grace as it was called 
then. I remember going to confession 
countless times when I was a boy – it was  
a very serious and daunting experience.  
In those days there were streams of people 
lined up to have their sins forgiven for it 
seemed that sin was everywhere and 
Catholics wanted desperately to relieve 
their burden of guilt.
One incident from this period sticks in my 

mind. It was a Saturday afternoon when  
I was a teenager. The Church of the Holy 
Family at Maroubra was crowded with 
penitents – most of them waiting outside 
the confessional of the parish priest – a 
genial old Irishman. As usual there was a 
large proportion of young people there 
because You at that time, Lord, seemed to 
be obsessed with sexual sins especially. Well 
it was obvious the parish priest would be 
hard pressed to hear all the confessions. 
Sure enough after about an hour he came 
out of the confessional looking quite 
stressed. He then stood up on one of the 
pews and announced to the crowd that he 
was only going to hear the confessions of 
those in mortal sin – all others could go. 
Needless to say he cleared the church in a 
minute flat.
At that period in my life Lord, you resided 
very physically and almost exclusively 
within the church. And your presence in 
the consecrated host at Mass was almost 
absolute – seemingly excluding your 
presence elsewhere.
It was at this time too that I presumed you 
spoke Latin for the Mass was delivered in 
this language. The priest began the Mass by 
saying In nomine Patris, et Filii et Spiritus 
Sancti to which we replied Amen. He then 
continued Dominus vobiscum and we 
answered Et cum Spiritu tuo. All the Mass 
was in Latin except the sermon and 
readings. The priest ended the Mass with 
the words Ite missa est to which we replied 
Deo gratias.
In this dead language atmosphere you 
seemed cut off from the outside world –  
we your followers were encapsulated within 
this ghetto language enclave. It all seemed 
rather comfortable yet at the same time 
very narrow and restricting.
As for scripture, your revelation to 
mankind, you gave us good reason to 
believe you had almost written the very 
words themselves. Therefore there was little 
scope for discussion to be entertained as to 
what you actually meant. In any case, your 
church strongly discouraged us from reading 
the bible in case we misinterpreted it.
Another memory as a young adult was 
being forbidden to go into a protestant 
church because this was alien territory. This 
was especially objectionable to me because 
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my mother was Church of England and so 
were her relatives. I thought you were 
making a bad mistake in this matter and  
I told you so. But you continued to see 
non-Catholics as inferior, even heretics.
In my early adult life I noticed more and 
more that you were very dogmatic – you 
insisted issues be decided on by careful 
legalistic reasoning bereft of any emotional 
dimension. You seemed very hard-hearted 
– more concerned with rules than for the 
wellbeing and care of your subjects. This 
made you appear remote and detached.
Yes at that time your followers were 
numerous – Masses were crowded, there 
was an abundance of priests, brothers and 
nuns but something wasn’t right. You 
seemed to be out of step with world society 
which was changing dramatically.
So to sum you up as you appeared 
to me in those early years of my 
life, I would say you were stern and 
narrow, presenting things in terms 
of dogma, rules and regulations. 
You seemed to have little 
compassion. As a consequence I 
and fellow Catholics bypassed you 
and put our petitions to Mary who 
was hailed as Queen of Heaven, 
the compassionate Mother of God.

The changing God of the 60’s
Then as I was approaching my 
middle years in the 1960’s, You 
underwent a dramatic change. It 
was as if you had a mid-life crisis 
and a sudden make-over. Gone was 
the sternness and fear and now you 
were all unconditional love for all 
humankind. There was the dictum 
God is love and s/he who lives in love 
lives in God. Yes, you now took on 
the feminine gender as well as the male – a 
very big shift indeed.
This was mind-blowing – its ramifications 
immense. I must say, Lord, it took me a 
considerable time to adjust to your new 
softer image. But let me say it suited you 
much better than your previous one. It 
seemed that as you matured you were 
better able to discover your true authentic 
self. I too could see the same sort of 
discovery happening in me.
Well this newly-found image of yours 
really shook things up. There were radical 
changes everywhere. The Mass was no 
longer in Latin but in English or the 
mother tongue of the country it was 
celebrated in. The priest as president of the 
liturgy now faced the people who were 
gathered around as co-participants in this 
celebration

Liturgical dances became common-place. 
Church took on a celebratory air – even 
funerals that were sombre, solemn affairs in 
the past were now celebrations of life. The 
prayers of petition became more reflective 
of genuine community concerns. 
Communion was placed in the hand 
instead of on the tongue and for the first 
time since the early church days, the 
chalice was offered to all.
Now instead of your presence being 
concentrated in the host, you were very 
much in the gathered community and 
beyond.
At that time too, you revealed your 
feminine side very distinctly. The over 
emphasis on reasoning and definitions was 
being replaced by a warm caring heart.
Also no longer did you ask us to follow 

your church blindly – for now you 
proclaimed that one’s individual informed 
conscience was paramount. What a 
revelation! It was hard to come to terms 
with after being told for decades what to 
think and how to act. But I must say, it 
was very, very liberating.
And where previously you had defined sin 
in very specific terms saying how it broke 
commandments and Church laws, now it 
became a matter to do with our 
relationship with you.
In this context, sin began to be defined as 
missing the mark and a turning away from 
your love. So it was that sin lost its 
prominence and I noticed a marked 
decline in people going to Confession or 
Reconciliation as it was now called. We 
were now told there was a place called hell 
but it was doubtful there was anyone in it.

Your new image encouraged us to look at 
our lives as a journey, a pilgrimage – with 
you accompanying us on our way. You 
encouraged us to reach out to other faiths 
as you said we were all brothers and sisters 
in your sight. Salvation now opened to all. 
Your domain became all encompassing.
No longer were we a ghetto church – now 
the scope had exploded to embrace all 
humankind.
What it meant to be holy took on a new 
meaning – it now required being whole 
and balanced – fully alive fully human. 
Why had it taken you so long to come up 
with this obvious position?
Under your new persona scripture, 
especially the New Testament, became 
open to new interpretations.  
Now the New Testament was viewed more 

as metaphor containing stories of 
deep mystical significance. The 
miracle stories were not to be taken 
too literally – we were to look for 
other meanings.
There was a great quest to find the 
historical and human Jesus so we 
could grasp the context of scripture 
better and now we were 
encouraged to actually read the 
Bible. What a turn-around!
With the acceleration and 
relentless march of scientific 
discoveries you keep changing even 
more. Quarks, black holes, dark 
matter and the whole bizarre area 
of quantum physics and cosmology 
have seen you take on a grander 
mysterium. In this new scientific 
world, rationality has been 
challenged, dualities debunked and 
contradictions established. You are 
now the supreme maestro 

conducting a cosmic dance of a vast 
universe, or universes, not composed of 
matter but pulsating with unbelievable 
energy, vitality and creativity. In some 
mysterious way you have connected the 
whole of creation – its stars, planets, 
galaxies, black holes and nebulae into an 
evolving continuum of recurring birth, 
death and rebirth. You are Lord of the 
cosmos with no beginning and no end.
And what place have you given us humans 
in this epic drama? Somehow as far as we 
presently know we are the only life form 
possessing the gift of consciousness. We, 
the tiny inhabitants of this small 
nondescript fragile planet in the Milky 
Way galaxy, are the sole witnesses to your 
endless, mind-blowing creation. Why?

Yes Lord, I have seen you change markedly 
in the last 82 years of my earthly existence 
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and as I have said before, for the better. 
However, in all that change, you still 
remain the greatest mystery. Theologians 
and philosophers have used such words as 
unknowable, unfathomable and ineffable 
to describe You. And in the final analysis, 
that is what you are.
My world has changed too
I have changed too over those 82 years and 
in a faint distant way, my changes have 
mirrored yours. I too have expanded from 
narrowness to a broader, enlightened 
approach. I have journeyed from the 
rationalist dominated male perspective  
of the pre-Vatican II era towards a more 
balanced individual view, mindful of my 
feminine component. I have learnt to live 
with contradiction. I have explored the 
black hole of my shadow side and 
acknowledged the dark recesses of my 
unconscious. 
My flaws have been laid bare. In the 
process I have become more forgiving of 
myself and others. I have always 
endeavoured to allow love to be the 
guiding light in this never-ending self-
discovery. I realise too that in a small way  
I reflect the vast mystery that is You. And 
this is why while-ever there is breath in 
humankind the search for meaning will go 
on – never reaching conclusion. Always 
there will be a constant chipping away – 
small fragment by small fragment.
And what do I see of your emerging image 
as we move further into the 21st Century? 
These are certainly troubling times with 

conflict, social upheavals and much unrest 
being widespread. Fundamentalism, 
pluralism, rampant capitalism, corruption 
and massive failures of governments to 
deliver solutions are causing anger and 
disruption across the globe. 
The widespread race to be rich is seeing 
corporations and a minority of individuals 
making huge profits and amassing fortunes 
at the expense of the majority. 
Greed has taken root and in the process, 
morals, ethics and established principles 
are being trampled on. The gap between 
the haves and the have-nots continues to 
widen as money becomes deified and the 
human dimension continually devalued.  
A by-product of this galloping capitalism  
is the rapacious appetite for nature’s finite 
resources with its attendant pollution and 
damage to the delicate ecosystems of our 
fragile planet.
My church has also changed
In Your church too there is disillusionment 
and dismay. Rocked by many internal 
scandals and divisions, a malaise has set in. 
Mass attendances continue to fall alarmingly 
as do vocations to the priesthood and 
religious life. Adding to this mix is a rising 
tide of secularism and atheism.
Against the backdrop of this crisis there is a 
reactionary faction in your church yearning 
for the return of a strong messiah-like figure 
– a stern and domineering God backed up 
by a corresponding domineering church 
authority.

What I see emerging, however, is a much 
more subtle and faintly perceptible You – 
an entity of spirit, peace and interconnecting 
love. In this way You are traversing all 
boundaries – religious, cultural and racial 
as You invite every individual to an 
intimate meeting in the stillness and 
silence of their inner being.
In this evolutionary awakening, religious 
leaders are being challenged to throw off 
the mantle of power, authority and 
dogmatism and put on the more uncertain 
cloak of the spirit and the humble mystic.
This is a call for a new understanding of 
the religious narrative – one that is able to 
use the rich symbolism, metaphor and 
mythic dimensions of that story to 
communicate eternal truths to a fast 
evolving and diverse civilisation. In this 
scenario, all seekers of the spiritual 
dimension are invited to accompany and 
support one another on life’s sacred journey. 
Yes, one can sense that our twenty-first 
century consciousness is becoming 
increasingly attuned to this more nuanced 
spiritual presence – a light that is 
penetrating our darkness as you, the God 
of Mystery and the Lord of the Cosmos, 
smile forth on all creation.
The critical question I see here for present 
and future generations is: How long will it 
take the world to smile back in humble 
recognition? 2

Failed system, failed leadership
JOHN HANNON

John Hannon is the Catholic Parish Priest at St Therese Parish, Essendon, Victoria. 
This article is an extract from a homily on the Third Sunday of Advent looking at the 
failures around child sexual abuse and how we must address them differently.

I believe it is time to address the elephant 
in the room, now that the Royal 
Commission has presented its findings. 

Last weekend’s Saturday Age had a dark 
front-page image of a large cross with claw 
like hands descending from the horizontal 
crossbar, an almost sacrilegious image, 
reflecting the darkness and wrongs perpetrated 
by some in the name of the Church. At the 
foot of the cross is a young man, on his knees, 
hands joined in front of a candle, a striking 
contrast between the bright light of innocence 
and the darkness of evil. 

The Royal Commission has made 
recommendations to various institutions. 
The ‘confessional’ issue is a vexed question, 

but the fact is that few perpetrators would 
even think of Confession, and there is a 
debate within the Church over the issue of 
a victim revealing abuse, as it is hardly a sin 
for the victim, though unjustly suffering 
from guilt, humiliation and shame. The 
suggestion of voluntary celibacy is not 
unreasonable, given that it is a long term 
disciplinary law of the Church related to 
issues of inheritance. Then there is the 
myth of celibacy being of a higher spiritual 
state than that of marriage. That is 
spurious, and perhaps reflective of an 
unhealthy perspective on sexuality. And is 
it not common sense that the Royal 
Commission proposes that ‘candidates for 
religious ministry be subject to external 

psychological testing, including 
psychosexual assessment?’
There is nothing more precious than the 
innocence and simple sense of joy in life of 
children, such that their protection must 
be always paramount. We have to admit 
that, as a Church, and as a society, we have 
fallen far short so often in the past, and 
been let down by our structures and 
over-defensive and even blind leadership.
In contrast to many, I believe the media, 
generally has done an effective job in 
exposing the wrongs of institutional sexual 
abuse in our society, rather than 
scapegoating and seeking to denigrate the 
Catholic Church in particular, or 
sensationalizing such serious issues. The 
fact remains that statistics from the Royal 
commission indicate that 62% of the 
complaints by victims were concerned with 
the Catholic Church, and that fact cannot 
be ignored or explained away, except to say 

1
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that it points to a systemic problem  
of denial and failure to listen to and 
appreciate the suffering and veracity  
of victims. And we were the ones, as a 
Church, who have harped so much on 
sexual morality.
The film Spotlight, which won an Oscar, 
wasn’t just a sensationalist film to attack 
the church, but more a documentary, 
reflecting the research of an investigative 
team to expose the darkness and shine a 
light into the evils of abuse of power, 
particularly in regard to child sexual abuse 
and the cover-ups and denial of the 
leadership of the Catholic Church in 
Boston, which was a very protectively 
Catholic place. The culture of cover-up was 
deeply entrenched, and while there are 
those who attack the media, believing it is 
out to get the church, the fact remains the 
church had to be dragged kicking and 
screaming into the light to face the reality 
of the evils of sexual abuse in particular, as 
has been the case here in Australia.
Almost 3 years ago, when a Parish Priest at 
Manly in Sydney, I remember being woken 

early in the morning by text 
messages from several of my 
siblings informing me that our 
parish church St James at 
Gardenvale in Victoria was on 
fire with the flames and smoke 
visible for miles. The fact that 
over 20 years after the parish 
priest of 15 years had hit the 
airport running, apparently with 
some hint that there have been 
complaints to the police about 
his alleged aberrant behaviour, 
suggested by many to me that, 
however wrong, this fire could 

well have been a result and reflection of the 
depth of anger and pain felt by individuals, 
as survivors, or friends and families of 
survivors, of sexual abuse. It was certainly 
sad and unfortunate.
It was some nine years after this man’s 
sudden departure from the parish that  
The Sunday Age published an investigative 
report, revealing stories from victims of his 
abuse, at least one of whom later suicided, 
again reflecting the long term trauma and 
damage afflicting not just victims, but their 
families and friends, and that is ongoing 
and irreversible.
My own mother, as a lifetime faithful 
Catholic, was pleased to finally see the 
apology to parishioners of Gardenvale from 
the Archbishop in 2002, the year before 
she died, because she was aware of this 
parish priest’s negative and disdainful 
attitude to those who did not agree with 
his extreme conservative proclivities and 
pastoral malpractice, hiding all the while 
behind the clerical collar and black dress, 
let alone the later, much darker revelations.

As a Canon lawyer and Catholic priest of 
nearly 40 years, I believe the model of 
Church as a perfect society, with all the 
means to achieve its ends, is hardly 
appropriate for the Catholic Church today, 
or any organization or institution. 
Whatever the theological and canonical 
underpinnings, the Pope Francis model  
of the church as a field hospital, with you 
and I as walking wounded, among the 
wonderful diversity all of its members,  
is far more realistic and meaningful.

The misguided practice of protecting the 
priest was so wrong, and fear of Rome, 
whatever Rome means, are hardly reasons 
for failure to have listened to and 
responded to wrongs; and so was keeping 
up appearances, so as not to give the 
Church a bad name! We’re all paying the 
price for that now.

At the same time, the Gospel message of 
Jesus Christ is Good News, and being lived 
out most effectively at the grass roots level 
of parish, school and community life, in 
the fields of education, welfare and health. 
So let’s not lose sight of the positive and 
powerful influence for good, which the 
Catholic Church reflects in so many ways.

In all humility and truth, however, it must 
be acknowledged that we, as Church, in 
particular its leadership, in the past, have 
failed to protect the most vulnerable 
among us, especially our children. 
Acknowledgement of wrongs perpetrated, 
apology and compensation are a necessary 
part of moving on together as People of God 
who really believe the Gospel of Jesus is 
very Good News, and who try to live it! 2

In search of an Australian priesthood
GARY STONE

Can the priesthood in Australia flourish without a majority indigenous clergy and 
where will they come from? Do we need married clergy? Gary Stone is a Brisbane 
diocesan married deacon and chaplain to the ex service community. He works with the 
Veterans Care Association which runs holistic rehabilitation programmes for veterans 
and their families.    

I write on the matter of the future shape 
of the Australian priesthood which 
received a number of articles in The 

Swag (Summer 2017). Clearly our wider 
community no longer accepts the model 
we have had, if we are to be appropriate, 
accountable or defensible. The findings and 
recommendations of the Royal Commission 
certainly demand serious reflection. But 
even without them, there are facts that 
many Catholics ask our hierarchy to accept 
and address. We claim the Eucharist as the 

source and summit of our life, yet we struggle 
to have the number of Eucharistic ministers 
we need to celebrate it in many places. The 
majority of priests we have ordained in the 
last 50 years have left priestly ministry and 
become married. We have imported so 
many priests from overseas that our 
presbyterate is in danger of losing an 
Australian cultural identity. Put simply, the 
change of era is upon us – our model of 
priesthood needs to change – the old 
wineskins are no longer sufficient for us. 

I honour and respect the ministry of the 
many celibate clergy that continue to serve 
us faithfully. Thank you. Thank you. 
Thank you. Let me also declare that should 
more widespread scope be made to priestly 
ordain married men, as well as celibates, I 
would wish to remain a deacon as I believe 
we also have a great need for deacons, to 
minister on the margins. But this issue is 
not so much about us, it’s about the 
mission of Christ.

Our bishops have told us deacons that we 
are to be their eyes and ears into the wider 
community, and as a result of reflections 
on my recent retreat I feel called to raise 
matters that may affirm other voices that 
other clergy are hearing. I also note Pope 
Francis’ recent comments on listening 
– our need to listen to our peoples’ needs 

1
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and listening to the Holy Spirit though the 
circumstances that we face. I’m mindful 
too that we have entered a Plenary Council 
journey and I would hope the issue of 
priesthood is on the table, and that we, the 
church, will address it with courage and 
integrity. 
The ministry I am assigned to, as chaplain 
to military and police veterans and their 
families, has been greatly blessed. We have 
seen many veterans healed and restored in 
faith hope and love. But it is of great 
disappointment that we struggle to 
integrate formerly lapsed Catholics and new 
converts into Catholic parish communities. 
With some notable good exceptions, too 
many Catholic veterans tell me that their 
experience of Catholic parish leadership is 
unsatisfactory. Some say they experience 
what we call clericalism, and they call 
authoritarianism. Others say they cannot 
understand the preaching (language) of 
many of our clergy. When they can 
understand the preaching they are not 
hearing homilies that speak to a lived 
experience of life in an Australian context 
today. 
Others express concern that the number of 
our clergy is insufficient to offer ministries 
in new developing suburbs. Most cannot 
find the small faith/mission/study groups 
that were once a feature of our church. 
Having come back to faith, they seek local 
spiritual nourishment, but often end up in 
the smaller Pentecostal communities that 
do exist in almost every newer suburb. 
I know our bishops must struggle greatly 
with this dilemma. For almost 50 years we 
have not received sufficient local vocations 
for a celibate priesthood, necessary for our 
mission. Is the Holy Spirit saying something 
to us through this reality? I try to explain 

to my scattered flock that the church is still 
providing us priests, and sacraments are 
available, because of the generosity of 
overseas brothers coming to serve us. But 
what seems evident is that these men are 
not benefitting from any ongoing and 
thorough acculturation regime. This is 
unfair to both them and  
us – being understood is only part of the 
problem – understanding our culture is 
also a real issue. And while I deeply respect 
the singular sacrifices made by these fine 
men (and make these observations without 
prejudice to any of them) this era of 
Catholics can best be served by local 
solutions. We will always be grateful for 
the assistance of overseas born priests, but 
the predominant leadership of our church 
needs to be provided by clergy who are 
formed and experienced in ministry in  
an Australian cultural context. 
A universal call I hear is, ‘Why can’t  
we have more locally born, mature age, 
married Catholic priests to minister to  
us instead of importing more and more 
priests who struggle to understand us, and 
whom we can’t understand?’  The veterans 
are not racist. They have no issue with 
some priests being celibate, or some 
coming from overseas. They just want good 
local pastoral leadership that’s grounded in 
the lived realities of this culture. They have 
seen the leadership of married clergy from 
other traditions as well as our own, and 
can’t comprehend why the church is 
excluding so many potential priests because 
they are married. Quite a few veterans live 
in the newer housing developments where 
we have no church presence, where small 
Protestant communities thrive and their 
people pay for good parish leadership.  
No other church let alone any social 
organisation limits its leadership to celibate 

males. Having recently fought so hard to 
uphold the dignity of marriage, it doesn’t 
make sense to regard this as an impediment 
to church leadership. 
I see potential priestly candidates already 
active in many Church groups, agencies 
and at ‘Men Alive’ gatherings. The 
vocations we need are here. We just need  
a framework that enables them. The Pope 
has told us that a change of era is upon us. 
He has also formally said he supports the 
ordination of married viri probati, tested 
men, to address the serious shortage of 
priests in many parts of the world. The 
Eastern Churches have continued to thrive 
with a married clergy, and we have 
successfully accepted many married former 
Anglican and Protestant pastors into 
priestly ministry in our church. 
Having married church leaders was an 
early tradition of the church. Neither  
Jesus, Peter nor Paul forbad community 
leadership by married men. Rather, 
wherever they went, they chose and 
appointed elders (Acts 14, Titus 1) and 
even went further when new needs arose  
to select men known to be full of the Holy 
Spirit and put them in charge of other 
ministries (Acts 6). St Paul’s letter to 
Timothy spells out in detail the 
requirements for church leaders and 
helpers who clearly comprised of 
predominantly married men.     
If the 2020 Australian Plenary Council is 
to have any serious impact on addressing 
the challenges of this new era, it must 
address this issue. Our church needs local 
pastoral leaders in numbers and quantity 
that can implement the mission of Christ. 
No doubt there will be some ultra-
conservative opposition to having more 
married clergy, but if our Bishops want  
to regain the trust and confidence of the 
troops in the trenches, I pray that they will 
lead us in addressing this fundamental 
issue. The numbers are easy to read.  
If we stall on this issue we will have but a 
handful of locally born church leaders in 
every diocese within 20 years, let alone 
having lost many of our laypeople to other 
pastures.   
Let me say again, I honour and respect  
the ministry of the celibate clergy that 
continue to serve us faithfully. Thank you. 
I pray that you will want to be supported 
and followed by others who have a calling 
to and gift of priestly ministry, but are 
presently excluded by having celebrated the 
sacrament of marriage. 
Thank you to all who are providing good 
leadership. May we take action to support 
you.  2

Pictured here with his veteran son Michael and President Jose Ramos Horta in Dili. 
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The participation of women in the 2020 Plenary Council
COUNCIL FOR AUSTRALIAN CATHOLIC WOMEN

This paper was prepared by the Council for Australian Catholic Women as a basis for 
a discussion with Archbishop Mark Coleridge in June 2017 in preparation for the 
Plenary Council October 2020.

The Social Justice Sunday Statement 
in 2000, the Bishops’ response to 
the Woman and Man, included  

nine decisions of national significance and 
31 proposals for implementation at local 
diocesan level. Decision number 8 
recommended that the Australian Catholic 
Bishops Conference (ACBC) establish a 
Commission for Australian Catholic 
Women to facilitate the implementation of 
the decisions and recommendations of the 
ACBC in response to Woman and Man. It 
was accountable to the Bishops’ Committee 
for the Laity and would have role 
monitoring the development of strategic 
planning and evaluation of the ACBC 
recommendations. The Commission for 
Australian Catholic Women (CACW) 
would have an Office, known as the Office 
for the Participation of Women (OPW),  
to support its work.
In 2006, the Bishops determined that the 
Commission would be replaced with the 
Council for Australian Catholic Women. 
The Council would now provide advice  
to the Bishops Commission for Church 
Ministry about women and their 
participation in the Catholic Church in 
Australia. Questions have been raised as  
to whether this move has resulted in a 
downgrading of the voice of women in  
the Church. Reduction in staffing and the 
need for the Director to also support the 
Australian Catholic Council for Lay 
Pastoral Ministry raises the concern that 
the scope of responsibilities for the 
Director of the OPW has become much 
too wide.

A case for the participation of 
women in the 2020 Plenary Council
The intention of the bishops’ decisions in 
2000 was to give women a better platform 
for contributing their talents, gifts and 
wisdom to the service of the Church.  
This would enable their voices to be  
more readily heard, recognised, reported 
and brought to the attention of the 
hierarchical/institutional Church in a 
positive, respectful and consultative way. 
The pioneering and spirit-led decision  
by the bishops of Australia taken in 2001 
should be respected in the decisions about 
the agenda and participation of women in 
the 2020 Plenary Council.

Some progress has been made, but the 
Plenary Council provides renewed 
opportunity to hear and respond to the 
voices of women. The need to be open and 
responsible to diverse voices, including that 
of women, has been reinforced by the 
deliberations of the Royal Commission 
into Institutional Responses to Child 
Sexual Abuse.
The need for continuing engagement 
between the ACBC and women remains 
relevant and is in fact more compelling in 
2017.
The Royal Commission, has strengthened 
the call of many voices, Catholic and 
non-Catholic, for greater involvement of 
women in leadership, decision making and 
ministry roles in the church. Strong 
participation by women in the 2020 
Plenary Council will support this outcome. 
Women constitute in excess of 60% of 
Church attendees and form a higher rate  
of Church participation in ministry and 
practical support for parishes. It is crucial 
therefore that the participation of women 
in the 2020 Plenary Council should be 
strong. It is important that the 2020 Plenary 
Council caters for all women, regardless of 
their status: married, single, divorced, 
separated, consecrated, with or without 
children, older people without close/any 
family, and for women of all ages and 
orientations. It should also address the 
concerns of our First Peoples, and women 
from culturally and ethnically diverse 
backgrounds.

Deep listening and respectful 
dialogue 
The 2020 Plenary Council will need to 
provide for deep listening and respectful 
dialogue. It is essential that it canvas the 
voices of all women in the Church. 
Important elements to be considered 
include:
1. contemporary ecclesiology, and its 

theological, catechetical and pastoral 
implications for the participation of 
women in the church.

2. ministry in the church including the role 
of the lay faithful, especially women, in 
ecclesial ministries, from the scriptural, 
historical, theological, liturgical, 
sociological, anthropological and 
canonical perspectives.

3. the theology of the human person, 
sexuality, marriage and family life, 
especially as it refers to the contemporary 
life of Catholic women.

4. consideration of a broad range of 
practical issues including: 
• support for more inclusive language in 

liturgy and Church documents;
• advocacy for those marginalised by 

economic conditions;
• practical approaches regarding 

domestic violence;
• support for people from indigenous 

backgrounds;
• support for people from non-English 

speaking backgrounds;
• support for people with disabilities
• development of a training/education 

programme aimed at both women and 
clergy that supports the participation 
of women in decision-making, 
leadership and ministry;

• input into seminary curriculum.
• a better balance of men and women, 

clergy, religious and laity on existing 
commissions, councils, organisations 
and advisory bodies

• a better balance of men and women in 
leadership roles and in professional 
roles at the national level within the 
church.

The ability of the CACW and OPW to 
provide meaningful advice to the ACBC 
has come into question as a consequence of 
movement away from direct reporting to 
the ACBC and OPW staffing reductions. 
In the spirit shown by the ACBC in its 
establishment of both the CACW and the 
OPW, the Plenary Council should further 
consider how the voices of women into the 
future are to be facilitated. At the least:
1. CACW and OPW need to be suitably 

resourced to meet their mandates.
2. a review of the role of the CACW and 

the OPW should be undertaken to 
articulate with greater clarity the 
difference and relationship between the 
two, to determine the adequacy of their 
mandates, structures, practices and 
resources to carry out their work.

3. CACW should be consulted on many of 
the key issues which affect the Catholic 
Church in Australia, including the 2020 
Plenary Council.
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Conclusion
Both women’s and men’s views, and 
responses to life and the gospel vary widely. 
It is therefore important that Church 
teaching, both in context and style, be 
inclusive of all voices and the voices of 
those who differ from the norm.
To date the CACW and the OPW have 
attempted to hear, listen, judge and act  
on matters of concern to women from the 
diversity of their lived experiences and 
circumstances. Indeed, in preparation for 
the 2020 Plenary Council, a key strategic 
focus for the CACW is to ensure that the 
voices of Catholic women from around 
Australia are heard, regardless of 
background, social setting, etc. Based on 
CACW consultations to date the Council 
on behalf of women seeks:
• cultural transformation of the Church, 

clergy and laity, so that all experience a 
change in heart and minds faithful to 
Christ’s life and to the call of the 
Gospels;

• the urgent redress of structures and 
practices that have resulted in the 
shameful abuse of children, and the 
abuse of power;

• a genuine role for women in decision-
making, leadership and ministry, 
including liturgy;

• a place at the 2020 Plenary Council
Cultural transformation is a necessary task 
if changes are to be made, a task chillingly 
and shamefully identified by the Royal 
Commission into Institutional Responses 
to Child Sexual Abuse. 2

Sacraments of Initiation for children in the 
Australian Church
GERARD STOYLES

Gerard Stoyles, Wollongong priest and researcher, explores the current climate of 
engagement of children and their parents in Baptism, Confirmation and Eucharist 
and then offers an update on his research and the questions he will explore in the 
relationship between the allure of the Sacraments for children and their parents’ failure 
to find any home in the church community. 

St Paul wrote the following in his first 
letter to the people of Corinth: 
We teach what scripture calls the things that 
no eye has seen and no ear has heard, things 
that lie beyond the mind, all that God has 
prepared for those who love him. These are 
the very things that God has revealed to us 
through the Spirit, for the Spirit reaches the 
depths of everything, even the depths of God 
(1Cor. 2/9).
We would do well to ponder the power 
and strength of these words: … for the 
Spirit reaches the depths of everything, even 
the depths of God; … even the depths of God. 
A burning question of today’s Church that 
yearns for resolution focuses on the 
spiritual development of baptised children, 
and revolves around the further question of 
whether these children are being spiritually 
nourished or spiritually starved. What are 
the signs that the grace of a child’s baptism 
has either been brought to birth and life or 
been left to waste away in dormant aridity?

Protecting children’s spiritual 
development
I am curious to know if one can say that 
the present emphasis by the Church on 
ensuring the protection of children has 
truly extended further into protecting their 
spiritual lives. All those who participate in 
the baptism of a child – be they parents, 
grandparents, bishops, priests or 
parishioners – share the responsibility of 
ensuring that the grace of that sacrament  
is preserved in the child’s life, making sure 
that every opportunity to let this happen 
will be stringently sought after and given 
the highest priority. Through baptism,  
the spiritual wellbeing of a child becomes 
paramount in importance, and it is 
inexcusable for anyone involved in the 
child’s baptism to simply walk away from 
that responsibility, seeing the occasion as 
something ‘done and dusted’, and finished 
with. Jesus Christ deeply loved children. 
He took them in his arms; he blessed 
them; he spoke of them as symbols of 
purity and innocence; he threatened 
damnation to any person who maltreated  
a child. In the same way, God will demand 

accountability for protecting the spiritual 
life of a child, for this life is the pathway  
to the child’s bond with God. We will be 
called to account for the way in which we 
have nurtured the Spirit of God in a child; 
whether we have fostered life or summoned 
decay.
These are hard words about a serious 
responsibility, but at the same time they are 
not meant to be words of condemnation or 
punishment. It is all too easy to point the 
finger of guilt at parents for the 
sacramental demise of their children. 
Present day research into Sunday Mass 
participation has found that an alarming 
number of dioceses in Australia have a 
Sunday Mass attendance rate of less than 
5% of baptised Catholics, with the average 
age of those present lying somewhere 
between 60 and 85 years. Furthermore,  
we have now lost around two and a half 
generations of parents from active 
participation in the Church. This loss is 
likely to mean that, on the whole, present-
day parents lack the confidence or even the 
ability to nurture their children’s faith since 
they themselves have had little to no 
familiarity with participation in the 
Church. Yet it is essential to note that 
parents who neglect baptismal 
responsibilities made by them on behalf of 
their children are not thereby bad people. 
Catholic parents do care about their 
children’s spiritual welfare, but extreme 
levels of stress in their personal and family 
lives, and confusion and doubt about how 
to carry out this responsibility, can become 
serious obstacles that stand in the way of 
fulfilling this task. 
I recall helping out in a parish in which 
Confirmation was about to take place.  
The child candidates were required to be 
present at Mass for eight Sundays in order 
to be confirmed and the priest had to sign 
their cards each Sunday to prove they did 
so. There were two boys standing with 
their parents outside the Church after one 
Sunday’s Mass. I asked both boys what 
being confirmed meant to them. One 
looked at me and said: ‘We only have  
to go to Mass for two more Sundays!’ 
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At least that boy was honest in his reply. 
There have been some bizarre, even 
laughable strategies used by priests with 
parents who present their children for First 
Communion and Confirmation. They 
think that these strategies will confirm the 
commitment of parents to Sunday Mass, 
and so show that their children are worthy 
enough to receive these sacraments. All 
they achieve is the resentment and 
agitation of both parents and children 
alike. Yet it is an anomaly that these same 
parents and children are willing to 
participate in preparation programmes and 
are faithful to them, even if their majority 
are not seen before or after the sacramental 
event. Hence, what is happening here? 
What has gone wrong?
Perhaps all of us who are responsible for 
the spiritual growth of children need to 
take a closer look at the style of living that 
pervades our society today and the stressors 
that this style brings with it. One such 
stressor of present-day life is something 
called work-family conflict.

Work-family imbalance affects 
children
Work-family conflict has been the subject 
of research in some way for over 40 years. 
In general terms, work-family conflict is 
the interference of work with family life, 
and the interference of family life with 
work. Research has found that parents who 
are pressured at work also feel overwhelmed 
by their family commitments. This overload 
subsequently feeds over into their children’s 
wellbeing, resulting in increased parent-
child conflict, problems of emotional, 
psychological and social adjustment in 
their adolescent children, and decreased 
adult supervision and participation in  
their children’s lives. 
Harsh and punitive parenting, used by 
job-stressed parents, give rise to unruly 
behaviours in children such as abuse, 
anxiety, depression, and emotional 
withdrawal, as well as peer and academic 
problems at school. In turn, stressed out 
parents have been found to reduce their 
warmth, caring and responsiveness towards 
their children. All in all, unresolved 
work-family conflict can have greatly 
debilitating effects. When time with one’s 
family is limited and precious, spending 
time in a church on Sunday quickly 
becomes expendable. This is not an excuse. 
It is a reality of our age. 
This very brief expose about the effects of 
work-family conflict clearly indicates that 
the issue of Church participation by 
parents is not as simple as ‘get them back 
to Mass’. Rather it is one that demands 

deep and careful examination. We cannot 
continue this now-common cycle of 
bringing children into the Church through 
their Baptism, First Communion and 
Confirmation without then making sure 
that the spiritual life of these sacraments, 
especially through active participation in 
the Church, is protected and cultivated in 
them. The child must become the central 
focus of care. To ignore this focus is to 
betray the responsibility and accountability 
that emerges from the request for these 
sacraments. To simply ignore what has 
been entrusted to us as the guardians of 
children’s spiritual welfare will not sit well 
with God. 

Restoring family spiritual health
I do not believe that, in the short term at 
least, we will return to full pews on a Sunday. 
Perhaps this is an unrealistic hope in today’s 
social lifestyle. Further, the pressures 
unique to today’s lifestyle on parents and 
their families will not simply disappear. 
Rather, we, as adults in the Church, need 
to tightly grasp the nettle and find a way 
forward rather than simply dump the 
entire issue into the lap of God, as has 
occurred in the past as well as possibly 
occurring in the present. First, we 
acknowledge that a problem does exist – 
that childhood Sacraments of Initiation are 
being received but are not being adequately 
nurtured. Second, we contextually see 
sacramental participation, in particular 
participation in Mass, whether this be on a 
Sunday or some other day in cases where 
Sunday is not possible, as part and parcel 
of family life, in all its joys and difficulties, 
as well as being couched in the stresses that 
come about from trying to cope day by 
day. That is, Mass participation must be 
seen as an integral part of family life, not as 
an unwanted and intrusive obligation. 
Third, parents take control, and place the 
sacramental and spiritual welfare of their 
children in top priority. This control is 
embedded in authentic effort, whereby 
parents ensure that they are genuinely 
doing the best they can, since all that can 
be sought is one’s best. Every family will 
differ in how they demonstrate this effort. 
The essential point here is that undisputable 
effort is all that can be asked of any person. 
Finally, we stop pretending that all is well in 
the Church of Australia as far as participation 
and its consequent life is concerned. All is 
not well in what is our Church today, and 
hence our responsibility today. 
We are not alone in this most important 
quest. The Spirit who probes the depths of 
all things, even the depths of God, will 
accompany us in our efforts. Yet the truth 
is that we, who are the guardians of 
children’s physical, emotional and spiritual 

wellbeing, will be called to account for  
the effort we made in carrying out this 
God-given responsibility. We begin 
together by finding a way forward so that 
all baptised children will grow up knowing 
and savouring the embrace of the Spirit of 
God. 

Research into Sacraments of 
Initiation for children
Some time ago, an article was published  
in The Swag describing research that I was 
about to undertake into why children are 
presented for Sacraments of Initiation –  
in particular First Communion and 
Confirmation – with little to no prior 
contact with the parish by themselves or 
their parents. Here I wish to provide an 
update on the progress of this research, 
especially given the amount of valuable 
feedback I received from parish workers 
and priests. Interestingly, and generally,  
all feedback expressed varying levels of 
frustration because of this anomaly, as  
well as describing different approaches to 
sacramental preparation. The common 
theme of the feedback was ‘you see the 
parents before the sacrament, and when 
the sacrament is over, most of them 
disappear from sight’. 
Establishing the direction of a research 
project requires rigour from the outset so 
that what comes out of the research is 
informative and beneficial. Hence every 
step of the project needs to be carefully 
mapped out right from the beginning.  
Very early on, it became clear that placing 
the focus on First Communion and 
Confirmation was akin to closing the 
proverbial gate after the proverbial horse 
has bolted. We saw the need to go back  
to the time when the parents requested 
baptism for their children. 
Two fundamental questions were 
embedded in this starting point. In the first 
place was an umbrella question, namely, 
why do parents either not participate in their 
parish Church, or at best, participate only 
infrequently? A further question arose from 
this latter question, namely, why do these 
parents present their children for baptism? 
Arriving at an understanding of these two 
questions will hopefully lead to a greater 
understanding of why parents continue to 
present their children for the remaining 
two Sacraments of Initiation even though 
they have been mostly or completely absent 
from the Church since the time of baptism. 
The frustration of clergy and other parish 
workers around this issue strongly suggests 
that we have a problem here with no 
immediately evident solution. The sense I 
received was that a solution, or at least 
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Rev Gregory Barker Mait-Newcastle, 13/08/1993 
Rev Peter Tien Wollongong, 17/04/1993 
Rev Bernard Gordon, Wollongong, 09/04/1993 

 
 
ORDAINED 20 YEARS 
Rev Shaji Joseph, Port Pirie, 03/01/1998 
Rev Cao Nguyen SJ, 18/04/1998 
Rev Ronald Donoghue CCS, 25/04/1998 
Rev Erick Quinteros, Lismore, 25/04/1998 
Rev John Spiteri OFMCap, 12/06/1998 
Rev Colin Marshall, Melbourne, 27/06/1998 
Rev James Lunn, Maitland-Newcastle, 27/06/1998 
Rev Martin Monaghan, Sydney, 10/07/1998 
Rev Mikaele Leilua SDB, 18/07/1998 
Rev Petelo Vito Pau SDB, 18/07/1998 
Very Rev Emmanuel Aguiyi, Brisbane, 18/07/1998 

Rev Brian Mathews, Port Pirie, 20/07/1998 
Rev Deacon Anthony Aspinall, Sale, 14/08/1998 
Rev Boris Perlaki SSS, 15/08/1998 
Rev John O’Connor, Melbourne, 22/08/1998 
Rev Nhan Le, Melbourne, 22/08/1998 
Rev Mgr Franco Cavarra, Melbourne, 22/08/1998 
Rev Julian Wellspring, Can & Goulburn, 27/09/1998 
Rev Paul Fox, Perth, 09/10/1998 
Rev John Piumatti, Perth, 09/10/1998 
Rev Dr Armando Carandang, Perth, 15/10/1998 
Rev Andrew Hayes, Ballarat, 18/11/1998 
Very Rev Delmar Silva CS, 28/11/1998 
Rev Ho Tran SVD, 05/12/1998 
Rev Gerald Tan, Bunbury, 11/12/1998 

 
 
ORDAINED 10 YEARS 
Rev Emmanuel Gorguis, Chaldean, 16/02/2008 
Rev Deacon Vincent Ryan, Mait-Newcastle, 23/02/2008 
Rev Gregory Jacobs SJ, 29/03/2008 
Rev Nadeem OMI, 29/03/2008 
Very Rev Dr Brian Kelty, Ukrainian, 30/03/2008 
Rev Lam Vu OFMCap, 12/04/2008 
Rev Deacon Kevin Hale, Broken Bay, 18/04/2008 
Rev Deacon David McKenzie, Broken Bay, 18/04/2008 
Rev Deacon Roberto Corpuz, Broken Bay, 18/04/2008 
Rev Pavol Herda, Perth, 06/06/2008 
Rev Andrew Bass, Parramatta, 27/06/2008 
Rev Peter Gablonski, Brisbane, 27/06/2008 
Rev Jason Middleton, Brisbane, 27/06/2008 
Rev Matthew Newman, Port Pirie, 08/07/2008 
Rev Andrew Chen OMI, 15/08/2008 
Rev Dispin John, Melbourne, 06/09/2008 
Rev Anh Nguyen, Melbourne, 06/09/2008 
Rev Thang Vu, Melbourne, 06/09/2008 
Rev Binh Le, Melbourne, 06/09/2008 
Rev Jacob Mudge, Sandhurst, 26/09/2008 
Rev David Watt, Perth, 09/10/2008 
Rev Bonefasius Buahendri SVD, 10/10/2008 
Rev Joseph Abutu, Sale, 08/11/2008 
Rev Deacon Peter Chan, Brisbane, 17/11/2008 
Rev Peter Nguyen, Maitland-Newcastle, 22/11/2008 
Rev Daniel Strickland MGL, 05/12/2008 
Rev Bavin Clarke, Brisbane, 18/12/2008 

 
 
 

Ordination dates supplied to NCP  
by individual clergy. 
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directions towards a solution, would relieve 
the stress arising from parents who present 
their children for Sacraments of Initiation 
while having little or nothing to do with 
the Church. I also heard about parishes 
that try hard to engage parents, especially 
through sacramental programmes, but 
generally to no lasting avail. What I did 
find interesting was that the majority of 
parents are willing to participate in 
programmes for a particular sacrament, 
and do so faithfully. They express a 
renewed enthusiasm for being part of the 
parish once more, although once the 
particular sacramental celebration is over, 
the enthusiasm disappears. I can see where 
clergy/parish workers who put their heart 
and soul into these programmes would be 
frustrated, and perhaps even more than 
just frustrated, at this outcome. 
Information will be gained through 
interviews with parents who either do not 
participate in Church at all, who participate 
infrequently in Church, and who participate 
regularly in Church. I will then be able to 

compare responses. Somewhat surprisingly, 
I was able to find precious little material in 
relation to my own research questions, in 
spite of intensive searches on various 
peer-reviewed journal and book websites. 
If I am looking in the wrong place, or 
missing valuable material, I would appreciate 
being informed of such. I was able to find 
articles about the fact of parents dropping 
away from the Church, and the effects this 
situation is having on parishes, but little to 
nothing on why this is happening. There 
were many articles on Church participation 
in relation to adolescents and high schools. 
However, I am only seeking information 
from parents in this research. 
The information from all interviews will 
lead to some type of response. I do not 
wish to use the word ‘programme’ at this 
stage, and perhaps not at any stage. In spite 
of the number of currently available 
programmes aimed at encouraging people 
to participate in Church, we still seem to 
have the same level of recidivism occurring 
in relation to non-participation. 

Furthermore, from the little relevant 
research that I have come across so far, this 
problem is the result of a broad array of 
possible reasons that seem to be emerging 
from both religious/Church and secular/
social circles. The overriding message 
appears to be that any solution will not  
be a simple ‘fix-it’. 
I wish to make a final comment. I wonder 
about the cogency of statements and 
programmed approaches that seek the 
hoped-for return of parents to active 
participation in the Church – those parents 
who either very infrequently participate or 
do not participate in Church. Is it possible 
to return to something that has not been 
commenced in the first place? Yet, herein 
lies a discrepancy. Parents in these categories 
do come to Mass on emotionally-expressed 
occasions, such as Christmas, Easter (to a 
lesser extent), funerals, weddings, and their 
children’s sacraments. I wonder why that is 
so? Is it saying something about what they 
seek spiritually and ritually on these 
occasions? 2

Australia’s original sin
FATIMA MEASHAM

Fatima Measham, Eureka Street consulting editor, discusses the generational 
disempowerment of Indigenous Australians. Reprinted with permission from                
Eureka Street, 22 November 2017: www.eurekastreet.com.au

In December, I will have lived in 
Melbourne for 17 years. The anniversary 
prompts reflection, and there would be 

reasons to say that Australia has been good 
to me. But it is also a country that breaks 
you.
It started with learning that Aboriginal 
children were taken from their families 
well into the last century. Everything 
unravelled after that, and the more I read 
and heard, the more threadbare Australia 
seemed. It left me cold. This is a rite of 
passage for those not born here.
Successive governments do not let us forget 
the past. More than 300 Indigenous people 
died in prison and police custody since the 
final Royal Commission report in 1991. 
This week (yet another) Royal Commission 
highlighted the particular ways in which 
Indigenous Australians are crushed within 
the mechanics of law, even as children.
There are casual cruelties, too, like 
dismissing a carefully crafted proposal that 
Indigenous people have a formal voice in 
parliament. The pattern of recent years has 
been constant deferment on the things that 
matter to Aboriginal peoples.
Sooner or later, they get caught in the 

crossfire of internecine political conflict or 
– given that our politicians are versatile in 
their indecency – get derailed in the 
immediacy of other concerns like the safe 
resettlement of refugees, the postal survey 
on marriage, and the defence of Muslim 
Australians from ethno-nationalists.
It is not that Indigenous peoples compete 
for space, though this benefits those who 
make them do so, but that so much flows 
from original sin.
The supremacist bent that first laid low 
nations on this continent is manifest in the 
reinforcement of borders, hegemonic 
framing around Christian values, and 
lingering overreaction to people who 
criticise such things. Until section 44 of 
the Constitution tripped up so many in 
parliament, citizenship was something to 
bludgeon minorities with. Many oppressive 
policies, especially in welfare, start out in 
Aboriginal communities.
It seems entirely possible that reconfiguring 
our relationship with First Nations peoples, 
perhaps even centralising it, would give us 
the language and impetus to reconfigure 
everything else, including the way we resolve 
conflict, think about the environment, and 

make decisions about vulnerable members 
of society. Perhaps this is precisely why 
governments continue to defer doing 
anything substantive when it comes to 
Indigenous peoples. It upsets the order.
But as long as Australia’s original sin 
remains unexpiated, our sense of what 
justice looks like will remain incomplete, 
even distorted. Anything that we make 
right for disadvantaged groups like LGBTI, 
disabled, refugees and Muslims (and we 
should) will seem to rest on the continuing 
dislocation of Indigenous peoples from 
national life. I cannot begin to imagine the 
hurt that engenders.
For a while I made the mistake of thinking 
that the terrible things done to Indigenous 
peoples was something that white people 
did. I found a ‘we’ that I had struggled to 
find in the way that powerful people speak 
about and enact laws against minorities. It 
can be a useful sense of solidarity, that shared 
experience of being up against whiteness, 
which is shorthand for the systems and 
structures that protect the status quo.
The truth is that my being here is part of 
an ongoing history of colonisation. It is 
not an easy thing to live with, the idea that 
I ultimately benefit from the dispossession 
of Indigenous peoples no matter how 
much I believe myself to be on their side.
The very least I can do perhaps is to say it 
is time to make them the priority. 2

1
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Grassroots theology
SEAN WALES

Fr Sean Wales, Provincial of the Redemptorists in South Africa, talks about possibilities 
for fashioning parishes in the Pope Francis era. First published in The Tablet: The 
International Catholic News Weekly, Nov 1, 2017. Reproduced with permission of the 
Publisher: http://www.thetablet.co.uk

The parish is not an outdated 
institution. In his apostolic 
exhortation Evangelii Gaudium 

(n.28), Pope Francis says that “because 
it possesses great flexibility, it can assume 
quite different contours depending on the 
openness and missionary creativity of 
pastor and community”.
Pope Francis was still a largely unknown 
Jesuit archbishop in Argentina when a 
group of us in the Redemptorist parish in 
Bergvliet, Cape Town, decided to form a 
study group to explore aspects of our faith 
together. The idea was to provide a space 
for those parishioners who wished to 
deepen their knowledge – faith seeking 
understanding, if you like. By the time 
Francis had become Pope, we were used to 
the rhythm of circulating a text on which 
to reflect for our monthly meetings. Members 
of the circle decided that his 2016 apostolic 
exhortation Amoris Laetitia (The Joy of 
Love) would be an ideal challenge as most 
members of the circle shared the vocation 
to marriage and family life.
From the very beginning, we were jolted 
into a new awareness of our role as 
responsible Catholics. Instead of waiting 
for Rome to answer all our questions,  
we read in n.3: …not all discussions of 
doctrinal, moral or pastoral issues need to be 
settled by interventions of the magisterium. 
This gave the group an insight into the fact 
that the day-to-day experience of living the 
vocation of marriage and family life is a 
source of theology, contributing to the 
Church’s overall vision of the joy of love.  
We decided to study Amoris Laetitia one 
chapter a month.
A common response by people to the 
Pope’s humble description of his exhortation 
as ‘an aid to reflection, dialogue and 
pastoral practice’ (n.4) was that they’d 
never read this kind of thing in a Vatican 
document before. As time went on, several 
members of the group drew our attention 
to the fact that the new language used in 
the document was intended to have an 
effect on our own language, too.
As one member put it: No more living-in-
sin talk about people who in fact are more 
likely to be living in grace despite their 
situation. Another person spoke of her hurt 

at remarks about her relationships after her 
divorce. She said that parish gossip is much 
worse than skewed theology. The three 
pillars of Pope Francis’ exhortation emerged 
clearly: accompaniment, discernment and 
integration. It was striking how the group 
quickly applied these principles to other 
morally challenging situations. For example, 
they said they surely apply to those with a 
homosexual orientation. Because we were 
dealing with what is primarily a pastoral 
exhortation, it was encouraging to witness 
this mindset of mercy pervading many 
different areas of moral and pastoral life. 
The tone of mercy pervading the 
exhortation became the tone of the group.
The treatment of conscience provoked 
lively interest as it is everyone’s doorway  
to moral decisions. Schooled in a more 
formal, colder and more legalistic Church, 
many of us found it hard to welcome 
personal discernment in moral matters. 
Careful distinctions between the objective 
and subjective realms pale in comparison 
to Pope Francis’ very practical examples of 
how to examine one’s conscience in the 
context of being divorced and remarried.
The six questions he poses (n.300) found 
immediate traction with those already hurt 
by broken relationships. It was interesting 
that everyone in the group had someone  
in their family circle affected by marriage 
problems. Any reflection on personal 
conscience always runs into the difficulty 
that while conscience is sovereign, it can 
also be mistaken. And lurking around the 
question of conscience is the issue of 
relativism. One participant observed that, 
in moral terms, it used to be all or nothing; 
now, it’s all and the best we can manage.
One difficulty we encountered was one-off 
appearances at some meetings of people 
with one agenda. One parishioner only 
came to one of the meetings and focused 
solely on natural family planning. Talk of 
mitigating circumstances sat uneasily  
with them, though most of us could cite 
instances where circumstances influenced 
our moral behaviour.
When we came to the core issue in chapter 
8, the possibility of admission of the 
divorced and remarried to Holy Communion, 
we were well prepared for Pope Francis’ 

logic of pastoral ministry. Our own 
experience confirmed the view that general 
rules set forth a good which can never be 
disregarded or neglected, but in their 
formulation they cannot provide absolutely 
for all particular situations (n.304). Parents 
with young adult children whose attendance 
at Mass is at best spasmodic could give 
plenty of examples of that principle.
The idea that one could be caught – or 
trapped – in a situation that is objectively 
imperfect and yet still pray and experience 
God’s grace resonated with many people’s 
experience. The famous footnote (351) on 
the help of the sacraments raised a question 
of interpretation: was such help limited to 
Reconciliation and Eucharist? What about 
the other sacraments such as Matrimony?
Pope Francis had said that married couples 
would be more concerned with chapters 4 
(on Love in Marriage) and 5 (Love Made 
Fruitful); but, because of the attention the 
media gave to chapter 8 (Accompanying, 
Discerning and Integrating Weakness), 
that chapter proved to be the highlight of 
the group’s whole experience. Our dubia 
were simpler and more down to earth than 
other highly publicised doubts. We were 
more concerned about the reception of the 
exhortation by individual priests. Pope 
Francis had famously said that the 
confessional must not be a torture chamber, 
but we wondered if all our local priests 
would be of one mind about interpreting 
the exhortation. The Pope insisted that the 
Eucharist is not a prize for the perfect; but 
we asked if fellow parishioners would 
continue to look askance when certain 
people receive Holy Communion.
What our theological circle has shown to 
me is that there is a genuine hunger among 
many parishioners to go deeper into our 
Catholic tradition. Furthermore, even a 
small attempt to address that hunger 
reveals a graced response and a surprising 
enthusiasm for a Vatican document. Our 
group is now engaged in a lively series of 
meetings on the theme of Faith and 
Reason. Our theological circle is drawing 
in even larger numbers, which suggests 
that the need for shared study and 
reflection is widespread.
Consider having a theological circle in your 
parish to discuss Scripture and important 
papal documents. Make sure each member 
has access to a text to be studied in 
preparation for the meetings – and time to 
prepare. Towards the end of a series/theme 
steer the group towards what differences the 
reflections might lead to in the parish. 2
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Requiem for a pastor
BERNARD MOYLAN   

Kevin James Flanagan, dearly loved priest of the Diocese of Wagga Wagga, was buried 
on 28 December, 2017. This is the homily preached at his funeral by Fr Bernard Moylan 
who reflects on the life of a pastor of people. 

I am here today because Kevin Flanagan 
and I once made a pact that, depending 
on who died first, we would speak at 

the other’s funeral. But to speak at Kevin’s 
funeral is a more Herculean task than I 
anticipated – he would have a far easier 
assignment with mine – because Kevin is 
so well-loved, so well-known and his name 
evokes so many stories. Without 
impugning in any way the ministry of 
others in the region, few, regardless of 
denomination or creed, would question the 
assertion that Kevin was regarded virtually 
as the pastor of Albury. How that came to 
be, was not only due to the length of time 
that he spent here but also to the fact that 
he was blessed with an outgoing, 
gregarious disposition which excluded  
no one. He was as comfortable with a 
Supreme Court judge as he was with a 
hotel barmaid. When he would come to 
Sydney where I now live, I couldn’t leave 
him alone for a few minutes without 
returning to find him conversing with 
some stranger at a bus stop or exchanging 
pleasantries with a lady with carefully 
coiffed hair walking her dogs. Since when, 
I wondered, did Kevin develop such an 
interest in toy poodles with a Scandinavian 
clip? He was a “people person” through 
and through and the vocation he chose 
was, in that sense, not only most eminently 
well-suited to his personality but one, in 
these difficult days for men of the cloth, 
which enabled a bright light to shine on 
the scattered pieces which now surround 
an empty pedestal. He was an authentic 
voice in a pummelled and humiliated 
church struggling to find its feet again.
But there wasn’t much of the cloth about 
Kevin. He did not wear clerical clothes yet 
would be one of the most recognizable 
faces in the whole region. Whether it be  
in the hospitals, the race course, the 
Commercial Club or the main street, 
everyone seemed to acknowledge and 
respect Fr Kev or just Kevin. It was a 
fascinating, albeit frustrating experience, to 
accompany him on any outing – constant 
waving, constant stopping and constant 
cheery banter. I never asked him why he 
eschewed the clerical collar but I know that 
he had an innate aversion to ‘clericalism’, 
that attitude which underscores the 
privileged status of clergy over the laity.  
It is virtually impossible to describe the 

spirituality of the Christian who is a 
minister on the exclusive basis of his office. 
Minister and layman are both called to 
sanctity of life; both are guided by the 
Spirit who bids them choose, freely and 
responsibly, their own ‘better way’. Kevin 
understood that instinctively and, for this 
reason, he would frequently bewail the 
immediate donning of clerical collars 
beneath their pastel blouses and well-
tailored suits, by the women ordained in 
the Anglican Church. To him, it seemed,  
a wholly unnecessary affectation. He did 
not take exception to their ordination but 
he did question their rush to become 
identifiable clerics. I know that the merits 
and demerits of clerical dress is a moot 
point, but for him, priesthood was what 
you do and what you are, rather than how 
you dress. It was about service, especially  
to the vulnerable and the disempowered 
rather than symbolic status or sacramental 
power. In his view, cucullus non facit 
monachum. The cowl does not make the 
monk.

A man from Murray River country
Like so many others, I encouraged Kevin 
to retire earlier, certainly before his 
ninetieth year! I think he knew he should. 
His once rude health was waning. He had 
little memory lapses. Breathing became 
more of an effort. His voice had lost its 
strength. Riding a bike to the Mercy 
Hospital became impossible. Even popes 
now have an expiry date. The years may 
have condemned – we can do nothing 
about that – but age did not seem to weary 
Kevin. He still kept in close contact with 
people and events. He just couldn’t let go. 
But life, as we know, is a whole series of 
letting go – our youth, our ambitions,  
our dreams, our health, our independence 
– and he seemed conflicted. The Murray 
River coursed through his bloodstream 
from the time he was born on its banks  
in Tocumwal in 1928. If the Murray River 
is the life blood of this region, it was 
Kevin’s lifeblood as well. Of all his sporting 
activities – golf, cycling, squash, swimming, 
tennis, skiing – none surpassed his love of 
kayaking. The river was his cathedral.  
It was where he came closest to God.  
He loved the river, the bush ambience,  
the song of the magpies, the occasional 
sighting of a platypus, the whiff of the gum 

trees and, above all, he loved the people of 
the Murray River region. In those colourful 
words of Pope Francis, he undoubtedly had 
‘the smell of the sheep’ about him. His was 
a ministry of welcome not exclusion. He 
worked with people as they are, not as they 
ought to be, perhaps taking pastoral risks 
to meet human need, even if in the process 
– again to use the words of Pope Francis – 
‘the Church gets soiled by the mud of the 
streets’. So letting-go was just too much.  
At last, he has finally had to let go but now 
into the arms of the loving Christ whom 
he sought to serve throughout his long life.
The irony is that I know of few people  
who could have better filled in their days 
of retirement. He loved dinner parties, he 
loved sports of all types, he loved the 
theatre and the movies, he loved traveling. 
He loved life in all its myriad facets. 
Retirement for Kevin would never have 
meant sitting alone wondering whether  
to have a shave or complete the crossword 
puzzle. He had too many things to do,  
far too many people to visit. Although he 
appreciated the good things of life – a 
gourmet meal or a nice malt whisky – he 
never over-indulged in anything. He was, 
on the contrary, quite abstemious. The 
pleasures that life offered, he took in small 
sips rather than big gulps. He knew exactly 
when enough was enough and so was able 
to maintain his svelte figure throughout his 
entire life. He always dressed conservatively 
but neatly and for years gloried in the 
name given him by the late Fr Peter Quinn 
– ‘dapper Dan’.

A friend to all, a man of the people
But service was essentially what it was all 
about for Kevin. He refused to show the 
slightest petulance toward those who 
incessantly interrupted him during meals. 
He was a soft touch and word quickly 
passes around. He found it hard to say 
‘no’ to anybody and he attempted the 
impossible task of pleasing everybody.  
That would occasionally get him into  
some thorny predicaments. The number  
of people whom he accompanied as they 
passed into the world beyond would be 
legion. He held their hands, they prayed 
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together, if possible, and he would later 
quietly move among the newly bereaved 
family members, somehow knowing what 
to say at a time when words do not come 
easily. Having that special predilection for 
the marginalised and those with whom life 
had dealt harshly, the prisoner, the reject, 
the fringe dweller, were high on his list of 
priorities. Long before Pope Francis, he 
had taken to heart his words that ‘a healthy 
church is a church of the streets that isn’t 
afraid to take risks and get bruised.’ That 
risk-taking that Pope Francis calls for can 
get messy. But life itself is messy. Not 
everything always runs according to plan. 
Knowing that the church has also much to 
learn from the experience of such people 
on the margins, he treated them all with 
real not simulated respect. The local  
Koori community also quickly came to 
acknowledge that they always had a friend 
in Fr Kev and he would be the one to 
whom they would frequently turn in all of 
life’s crises. His family was likewise never 
neglected and knew that they could call  
on Kevin in all the changing vicissitudes  
of their own lives.
Kevin said he had originally wanted to be  
a missionary priest and in 1971 was given 
permission by then Bishop Frank Carroll 
to work temporarily among the Huli 
people in the Southern Highlands of PNG 
with the American Capuchins. He took to 
this work like a fish to water, trekking 
miles in rugged conditions, mingling with 
fairly primitive indigenous people – the 
area was totally uncharted until the 1930s 
– learning their customs and their language 
was a joy for him. He never lost that 
affection for the people of Papua New 
Guinea and could well have stayed there 
forever. I accompanied him in 1991 when 
he returned for the 25th anniversary of the 
Capuchin foundation in Mendi and I 
witnessed for myself the genuine fondness 
that the indigenous people still held for 
him. Yet, he must have been quite robust 
to endure the unhealthy climate and harsh 
conditions of the Southern Highlands, for 
when I returned home after my very brief 
stay, I was immediately admitted to 
hospital with amoebic dysentery.
While he was in the missions, we used  
to send money to aid in their work. 
Immediately upon returning to Australia, 
Kevin bought himself a Volvo, at that time 
one of our most prestigious cars. We 
taunted him with questions about how 
that was possible and queried what had 
really happened to our mission 
contributions. He always chuckled. He 
revelled in self-deprecating humour and 
self-mockery. He also had a liking for the 
whimsical and the absurd, Pythonesque 

comedy, the two Ronnies’ repartee and 
Fawlty Tower imbroglios would send him 
to bed still giggling.
But paper work and administration were 
never Kevin’s forte. He would willingly 
admit to his dereliction in that area – 
perhaps another reason why PNG suited 
his pastoral style. He would prefer to be 
holding a glass of champagne mingling 
with people of all kinds, discussing the 
footy or the Easter Racing Carnival or the 
latest foreign movie. When a mother was 
once searching for her child’s unrecorded 
baptism at St Patrick’s, Albury – Kevin was 
an assistant there before moving to Nth 
Albury – she confirmed to me again and 
again that Fr Kevin had performed the 
ceremony. ‘Why, he was even at the party 
afterwards’ she assured me. ‘That perhaps is 
the problem’, I ventured to suggest. We 
were eventually able to update our records.

Creative, authentic and spontaneous 
Liturgy was another area in which Kevin 
never felt unduly constrained. He put his 
own interpretation on Christ’s 
pronouncement about the Sabbath being 
made for man, not man for the Sabbath 
and applied it loosely to liturgical matters. 
Like a good party, petty rules could never 
hold him back. He did tell me that when 
in the Manly seminary with Tony Doherty 
– they were the senior members of the class 
both having worked prior to entering – 
they often felt as if the clock had turned 
back and they had reverted to being 
schoolboys. He was once given permission 
by the seminary authorities to visit a 
dentist in the city but with the strict 
proviso that he return straightaway with  
no deviations supposedly to avoid the 
temptations of the Corso and the Manly 
promenade. But on the way back, he 
suddenly decided to do something 
especially daring and went into one of 
those art deco Greek Cafes, popular at the 
time to imbibe a coffee. While nonchalantly 
sipping the illicit brew, he suddenly noticed 
two seminary professors enter the shop. 
There he was with no escape route, caught 
in flagrante delicto. Petrified with fear of 
dismissal from the seminary for arrant 
disobedience, he slid beneath the table  
of his cubicle until both he – and they – 
disappeared. The comicalness of the 
situation didn’t escape him – a black-
suited, grown man in broad daylight 
skulking beneath a milk bar table. As the 
charismatic pastor of Redfern parish in 
Sydney, Ted Kennedy, used to say: ‘They 
kept us in short pants’.
Kevin’s budding clerical career could well 
have ended on that fateful day and Albury 
might have been deprived of one of its 
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most revered pastors. Perhaps the somewhat 
cavalier attitude to minor rules he regarded 
as quite fatuous, had its genesis in St Patrick’s 
College Manly.
Kevin was, above all, a respected and holy 
priest even though I might sound a tad 
flippant concerning his all too relaxed 
modus operandi. People quickly sense the 
authentic and it was his very humanness 
which drew people to him. We even 
minister best sometimes from our own 
weakness and brokenness which help us  
to acknowledge our need to depend 
completely on God and to connect to 
others in heart-to-heart ways. It can be  
in and through our wounds and 
imperfections that we become useful in 
God’s hands – ‘wounded healers’ as the late 
spiritual writer, Henri Nouwen, called such 
ministers. Even St Paul had to admit that 
God’s power is at best in weakness. What 
works is not knowing it all and having it, 
not uncompromising rigidity, which like 
bad religion masks the face of God, but 
mercy and compassion, illustrated in the 
unexpected papacy of the present 
incumbent from Argentina, admired by 
many but unsettling to quite a few. Kevin 
rightly saw mercy and compassion as being 
at the very core of a priest’s ministry and he 
was also able to find grace and holiness in a 
secular world that struggles to name its 
spiritual longing. At the conclusion of the 
2014 Extraordinary Synod, Pope Francis 
said that ‘the church must never be afraid 
to eat and drink with prostitutes and 
sinners … not afraid to roll up her sleeves 
to pour oil and wine on peoples’ wounds’. 
That well describes Kevin Flanagan’s 
church.
Like the rest of us, Kevin was certainly 
human and he had his failings and his 
foibles; in fact, he could be, at times, quite 
exasperating. Even canonised saints are not 

devoid of character flaws. Having recently 
read Renzo Allegri’s La Vita ed i Miracoli di 
Padre Pio, I was struck by the fact that this 
pious, miracle-working Capuchin monk 
who bore the wounds of Christ on his 
body could also be, at times, quite brusque, 
even rude, and had a very short temper. 
When Jesus was complimented by the rich 
young man seeking spiritual guidance, he 
replied: ‘No one is good but God alone’.  
In other words, perfection resides solely, 
uniquely and exclusively in God.

A man of prayer
But, most importantly and most essentially, 
Kevin was a man of prayer, as every 
successful minister of the gospel must be, 
and he loved his chosen work. One of the 
many ways in which this shone through 
was his unflagging good humour and his 
untiring patience. Controversies and areas 
of friction wouldn’t deflect him and, while 
he might be mildly critical, he never 
allowed cynicism or rancour to slacken the 
hand he had placed so resolutely to the 
plough fifty four years ago. We all have 
different personalities and, if some things 
can induce either tears or laughter, as they 
often do, Kevin invariably opted for the 
laughter. I never once saw him lose his 
temper or even his cool. He may have but  
I never witnessed it. And during his final 
months on this earth, in great discomfort, 
struggling for every breath, his once 
vigorous body disintegrating and having to 
submit to the indignity of others attending 
to all of his needs, he never complained. 
He tried in fact to assume an air of 
normality.
But just as Kevin finally has had to make 
the definitive surrender, the Lord bids us to 
let go as well. Letting go is very hard. The 
apostles didn’t want to let go of Christ but 
he told them that if he didn’t go from 

them, he couldn’t send the Holy Spirit. 
Mary Magdalene wanted to hold on to the 
Risen Jesus but he gently told her not to 
cling to him because he had not returned 
to the Father. Although for many, Kevin 
Flanagan is the only parish priest in the 
parish of North Albury they have ever 
known, they too, have to let him go. Every 
life involves many leave-takings, great and 
small. This is one. There will be others.

It takes the lived Christian experience to 
convey this idea of letting go and it takes  
a poet to put the experience in a nutshell. 
Cecil Day Lewis, the Anglo Irish poet 
laureate and father of the actor, Daniel Day 
Lewis, wrote a poem called Walking Away, 
occasioned by watching his son walk off to 
school for the first time. I quote the final 
few lines:

I have had worse partings but none so 
gnaws at my mind still 
Perhaps it is roughly saying that God alone 
could perfectly show 
How selfhood begins with a walking away 
And love is proved in the letting go.

We believe that Jesus’ cry on the cross:  
‘It is finished’, is not an ending but the 
perfection of a task given him by the 
Father. It is said that a Roman officer, 
observing the tide of battle flowing 
successfully for his troops and with the 
knowledge that the enemy had been 
routed, would sound the trumpet and 
similarly shout aloud: ‘It is finished’. 

For Kevin, too, the battle of life is over. 
Rest and victory are his prize. The best is 
yet to come, beyond what mere human 
words can even attempt to describe and no 
one is more deserving of that prize than 
Kevin James Flanagan. May his magnanimous 
soul now rest contentedly in the happiness 
of God’s home. 2

Wanted – a Holy Thursday Church
PETER DAY

Peter Day, Canberra priest, invites us to hear the cry to be a servant church and resist 
clericalism. 

We spend too much time in airport lounges 
and not enough time in ‘soup kitchens’.

I was not baptised in the name of this this 
pope or that pope; this group of bishops, or 
that group of bishops. Nor was I baptised 
in the name of the conservatives, or the 
progressives; this faction, or that faction.  
I was baptised in the Name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

I was baptised and ordained to serve,  
but that’s not as romantic as it sounds:  
He poured water into a basin and began to 
wash the disciples’ feet, drying them with the 
towel he was wearing… ‘If I, then, the Lord 
and Master, have washed your feet, you 
should wash each other’s feet. I have given 
you an example so that you may copy what  
I have done to you’.  
(John 13: 4-5, 13-15)

‘There’s no real story of the Last Supper in 
the Gospel of John as we find it in the 
other Gospels. There is no passing of the 
bread or passing of the cup. Instead, we 
come upon the story of Jesus on his knees 
washing the Apostles’ feet.’ (Richard Rohr) 
On his knees like a domestic slave: Jesus 
became poor. 
No wonder St Paul was moved to write:  
He did not regard equality with God as 
something to be grasped. But emptied himself, 
taking the form of a slave. (Phil. 2:5-7) This 
‘becoming a slave’ is the high point of 
Catholic ecclesiology. It is the template for 
Christian leadership: to serve from a place 
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of humility and vulnerability – a place that 
too many of us have been loath to visit ever 
since. 
Thus, the self-emptying nature of the Holy 
Thursday church envisaged by St John has 
been hijacked by a pervasive and self-
serving clericalism. Is there not a lesson in 
Pope Francis’s humility and simplicity; his 
love of the excluded: his Holy Thursday 
leadership?
Indeed, clericalism is a cancer the Pope has 
been tackling head-on since his inauguration 
in March 2013. His scolding of church 
leaders is redolent of Christ’s scolding of 
the scribes and Pharisees: Woe to you who 
have the psychology of princes. Woe to you 
who are concerned with appearances, the 
colour of vestments, and honorific titles. 
Woe to you careerists who abandon 
pastoral service and limit yourselves to 
bureaucracy and personal gain. 
The reality of this clerical disconnect was 
brought home to me during a conversation 
with a member of the military earlier this 
year. He expressed genuine disappointment 
at seeing a Catholic archbishop checking 
into the Qantas Chairman’s Lounge at one 
of our airports. ‘This is not a good witness 
– it just doesn’t pass the ‘pub test’, he said, 
‘it’s poor leadership’. 
Instead of being a church of the people,  
by the people, and for the people, we have 
evolved into a generally unaccountable 
corporation run by careerists: hired men 
removed from the smell of the sheep. No 

wonder the wolves have been left to run 
amok. 

Jesus – Our Way, Our Truth, Our Life 
– has become the forgotten man of the 
institutional church. Our systemic abuse  
of power, and the exclusion of so many 
people, has all but eroded our capacity to 
speak with credibility to the marketplace.

The ‘men only’ sign that sits above the 
doors of our places of governance only 
serves to further diminish this voice:  it’s 
high time women were also seated at the 
head table to help shape and govern our 
church.

What has become abundantly clear is that 
a church of the clergy, by the clergy, and 
for the clergy, is not where our future lies; 
and it never will be. 

Catholicism is not an intellectual system.  
It is not a collection of dogmas, nor is it a 
moralism. Catholicism is instead an 
encounter; a love story; an event (Joseph 
Ratzinger). 

When one is in love, one is drawn to those 
places in which the beloved is to be found. 
I want to be where they are; what’s important 
to them is important to me; I’ll risk and 
leave everything behind for them.

A church that professes Jesus to be its first 
love must hasten to the ‘margins and 
befriend the poorest and learn from them’ 
(Jean Vanier). This is our most natural 
habitat because it is His.

A church that professes Jesus’ leadership as 
its cornerstone must humbly kneel at the 
foot of humanity and serve it. This is our 
most natural disposition because it is His.

It wasn’t pope Francis who first envisaged 
the church be a ‘field hospital’ serviced by 
disciples with ‘bedpans’ and towels; it was 
Jesus of Nazareth. He is our North, our 
South, our East, Our West. That our 
institution has lost sight of this is of great 
concern to many Catholics – and so it 
must be. 

A tremendous struggle lies ahead because 
those in the thrall of power don’t easily give 
up the privileges it bestows. In our clamour 
for ‘honour at banquets and the most 
important seats at churches’, we have 
forgotten our place. And what is our place? 
No one has said it better than John the 
Baptist: ‘In order for Christ to increase,  
I must decrease.’

We are the towel people, 
Soothers, cleansers, healers 
Of feet tired and sore and cut from the journey. 
Christ’s sent people, 
Wiping away the dirt and blood and spittle 
Of the world’s hatred spewed onto the faces  
of the weak. 
On our knees before others – 
And in homage to them,  
for Christ is there. (Anonymous)

This is the story that liberates. This is the 
story we must tell. This is our story. 2

Clericalism and psychopathy
KEVIN JOHNSON  

Kevin Johnson is an eighty year old retired priest from Mackay, Queensland. He 
spent very many years in the study and part-time practice of medicine, psychiatry and 
psychology and continues his study in those fields. In this article he discusses the brain 
science causing people to be psychopaths. He looks at the danger of psychopaths in 
positions of power including priests and bishops. 

Throughout the USA at present  
and other countries such as Canada, 
the United Kingdom and parts of 

Europe, ongoing research and public 
education are occurring on the mental 
condition known as psychopathy. It is a 
matter of important and urgent interest in 
all areas of business, in marriage, in politics 
and within the churches. In the past, the 
awareness of psychopathy related all but 
exclusively to criminal behaviour, but the 
modern approach encourages us to consider 
the matter much more broadly. In very 
recent times, truly excellent books are 
continuing to be published on this subject 

and they inform the public of the 
widespread problem of psychopathy. One 
of these best sellers is the work of David 
Gillespie under the title of Taming Toxic 
People – the science of identifying & dealing 
with psychopaths at work and at home. It is 
well and truly worthy of being read by  
each and every one of us. If we think that 
psychopathy is not a problem within our 
Catholic Church structure in Australia, we 
need to broaden our awareness and to do 
that quickly.
What makes a person a psychopath? It is a 
state of natural heritage, a way in which we 
are born. On the frontal lobe of our brains 

there are a number of tiny spindle neurons. 
Some 95-98% of humans possess a set 
number of these neurons and they 
contribute to our personality structure. 
Between 1 and 5% of humans possess a 
smaller number of spindle neurons and 
this paucity of them results in a personality 
structure known as psychopathy. There are 
also a small number of people with the 
lowest endowment of spindle neurons and 
these unfortunate humans demonstrate 
schizoid personalities.

Psychopaths manifest a dual personality 
structure, the former of which is 
intelligent, charming and very likeable,  
and this is used to readily achieve notice, 
admiration and attention and to 
thoroughly impress anyone who has the 
ability to bestow acceptable benefits to the 
psychopath. Once such benefits have been 
gained, the alternate personality surfaces. 
This personality totally lacks empathy, is 
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self-obsessed, emotionally manipulative, 
untruthful, impulsive, vindictive, 
aggressive, intimidating, emotionally 
shallow, lacking in remorse and guilt, 
fearless and controlling. Psychopaths  
use their former personality to impress 
those around them and by doing this 
comfortably gain power status. On the 
achievement of power status, the alternate 
personality comes to the fore and it is 
maintained. Psychopaths can switch on  
the charming personality in the presence  
of equals and superiors in an effort to 
maintain their power structure but they are 
generally self-obsessed and manipulative 
with their inferiors. They cause a lot of 
hurt in marriage, in business, in politics 
and in the church.
It is said that some 20% of business 
executives are psychopaths. They are 
generally quite tough on staff members  
and will always try to eliminate anyone 
who is capable of identifying their mental 
condition. Employers are now being 
encouraged to thoroughly check the 
qualifications and claims of people 
approaching them for employment. 
Psychopaths are anything but truthful in 
their statements of proficiency.

It is without doubt a very wise move  
for bishops to thoroughly check the 
background of those being considered  
for elevation to the episcopal state. Pope 
Francis encourages our bishops to examine 
the pastoral efficacy of episcopal candidates 
before recommending them for elevation 
to that state. Psychopaths are never good 
pastors because they totally lack empathy 
and do not relate well with parishioners 
generally. They pretend to be good pastors 
and readily quote striking examples of 
pastoral success, but the people are fully 
aware of the inadequacies of their pastor 
who simply lack people skills. Psychopaths 
exercise complete self-interest. 
Once a power status is achieved, they 
characteristically behave in ways which 
publicly demonstrate their superiority. 
These can include using business class for 
flight travel, driving a vehicle which is of 
superior rating to their subordinates, 
possessing a better than average place of 
accommodation, and enjoying highly rated 
dietary intake. Most psychopaths in our 
world are males, but females do also appear 
in this category of psychosis. I have 
personally managed five cases relating to 
psychopathy during 2017, three males and 

two females. Not one of the psychopaths 
sought counselling, but their marital 
partners did. No cure exists for 
psychopathy at present and it is unlikely 
that a psychopath will look for a cure. This 
is indeed a matter of extreme urgency in 
the consideration of marital annulments.

It is impossible to assess the number of 
priests who are psychopaths; nor is it 
possible to determine the number of 
bishops in this category, but they do exist 
and their number is likely to be significant. 
Psychopaths are a very rare problem in the 
poorer countries of our world because 
poverty does not promote the necessary 
power and control needed by a 
psychopath, but they must be a significant 
problem in all of the wealthier societies. It 
is very important that clergy at all levels 
become aware of this. There are dioceses in 
which some 50% of recent bishops have 
been evident psychopaths, but hopefully 
that is not common. Bishops in our 
modern world need to be vigilant and 
cautious in the selection of nominees for 
the episcopacy, more so now than at any 
previous time in the history of Christianity. 
2

Confession after the Royal Commission
PETER MATHESON 

Can the Royal Commission be a catalyst for genuine renewal of the Sacrament of 
Reconciliation? Peter Matheson, parish priest of Our Lady of the Assumption parish, 
Cheltenham, Victoria, argues it can, if we are listening and choose to act. 

The final report 
from the Royal 
Commission into 
Institutional 
Responses to Child 
Sexual Abuse has 
recommended each 
state and territory 
introduce a criminal 
offence of failure to 
report even the 

suspicion of child abuse following 
information disclosed in a religious 
confession. Furthermore any existing 
excuse, protection or privilege in relation 
to religious confession is to be excluded 
(c.f. Volume of Recommendations, No 35,  
p 102). In other words the 800 year 
tradition of a ‘seal’ in Catholic confessions 
would no longer be seen as a valid excuse. 
In light of this what is the future of the 
first rite of reconciliation?
Part of the background to the 
recommendation about invalidating the 
‘seal’ possibly relates to evidence that Phil 

O’Donnell gave to the Commission in 
November 2015. Phil was one of our 
Melbourne priests and he told of 
information he received from a victim  
of paedophilia that the abuser was Fr.Vic 
Rubeo. Rubeo discovered he had been 
outed and early the next morning fell to 
his knees in front of O’Donnell to confess. 
Then, as he rose to his feet after the 
confession, he laughed knowing he  
had ‘taken out’ the priest who heard his 
confession. He could not break the seal  
of confession. Rubeo not only criminally 
abused children but also sacrilegiously 
abused the confessional. 
I suspect for most of us priests, even with 
decades of confessional experience, we have 
never had the experience of a paedophile 
confessing his crimes to us. Furthermore 
we know that the numbers approaching us 
for the sacrament have dwindled markedly 
over the past decades. But all would 
remember times when confession and 
absolution were an incredible source of 
peace and healing to some penitents. 

However the Royal Commission has 
turned the spotlight on the sacrament of 
penance and all that is involved in its ritual 
celebration. The minister of this sacrament 
is the priest. The spotlight is on the priest 
as much as the seal. The Royal Commission 
has not only slated the 7% who were 
criminal paedophiles in our midst over the 
decades examined by the Royal 
Commission, but also gave a damning 
criticism of clericalism. ‘Clericalism is at 
the centre of a tightly interconnected 
cluster of contributing factors. Clericalism 
is the idealisation of the priesthood, and by 
extension, the idealisation of the Catholic 
Church. Clericalism is linked to a sense of 
entitlement, superiority and exclusion, and 
abuse of power.’ Damning words indeed. 

If the seal is compromised following the 
recommendations of the Royal Commission 
then the numbers coming to First Rite 
celebrations are likely to dwindle even 
further. To the extent that the seal has been 
questioned it has been compromised 
already.

The ‘seal’ dates back 800 years to Pope 
Innocent III and Lateran IV in 1215. 
Constitution 21 is the canon in question. 
The canon ordered the faithful to confess 
once a year to their own priest (unless 
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permission was given to go to some other 
priest), and demanded the priest to be 
discerning and prudent ‘so that like a 
skilled doctor he may pour wine and  
oil over the wounds of the injured one.’ 
The final part of the constitution articulated 
the ‘seal.’ ‘For if anyone presumes to reveal 
a sin disclosed to him in confession, we 
decree that he is not only to be deposed 
from his priestly office but also to be 
confined to a strict monastery to do 
perpetual penance’ (Norman Tanner, 
Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils, Vol I,  
p 245).
It is hard to see the Roman Curia bowing 
to civil authorities in Australia to change 
an 800 year tradition in the church. So 
again, what is the future of confession? 
Since Lateran IV (1215) and again at Trent 
(Session 16, 1551) the strong judicial role 
of the priest in the sacrament has been 
emphasised. The priest as ‘judge’ only  
adds weight to the charge of clericalism  
no matter how ‘discerning and prudent’  
he may be. 
Trent declared that secret sacramental 
confession had always been used by holy 
church from its beginning (Tanner, Op 

Cit., Vol II, p 707). Obviously the bishops 
and theologians at Trent had no idea that 
for the first couple of centuries of the 
church there was no sacrament of Penance 
as we know it. The only sacrament that 
explicitly forgave sin was baptism. After 
baptism a person was expected to lead a 
holy life. If a person committed any serious 
sin after baptism (apostasy, adultery or 
homicide) that person was 
excommunicated and there was no way 
back into the community of the baptised. 
Lesser sins were forgiven through prayer 
and fasting, or going on pilgrimages, or 
acts of charity, and so on.
The history of the development of rites of 
penance in the church has been long and 
varied as most of us now know. Is there 
something in this tradition that suggests 
the possibility of a new tradition emerging 
in this post Royal Commission Australian 
church? 
At some time after the middle of the 
second century a once only chance of 
return was offered. It became known as 
Public Penance when after a period of 
serious and public penance a penitent 
could be admitted again to the table of  
the Lord. This Public Canonical Penance 
became the only official form of Penance 
for most of the first millennium. 
The first appearance of Trent’s ‘secret 
confession’ emerges with Celtic Private 
Penance in the 6th and 7th centuries in the 
various monasteries in Ireland and Wales 
established by Celtic saints: Finnian, 
Patrick, David, etc. The monasteries were 
tough hard desolate places designed to 
form saints and private confession and 
penance developed as a form of spiritual 
direction. 
The anam cara became the confessor, and 
ordination was not a prerequisite for this. 
Forgiveness came  
with the completion of the tariff penance. 
Different Penitential Books emerged 
suggesting appropriate penances for 
corresponding sins or crimes.
This Celtic tariff model moved to the 
Continent and was purified and developed 
by the Carolingian reform in the last 
couple of centuries of the first millennium, 
and it underwent further development 
prior to the declaration of Innocent III  
at Lateran IV in 1215. 
Penance was the key feature of Public 
Penance (Tradition 1); confession the key 
feature of the Celtic Model (Tradition 2); 
and absolution by a priest emerges as the 
key feature of the Lateran compromise 
(Tradition 3). Scholastic theology focused 
on this priestly absolution. Trent confirmed 

the scholastic ‘form’ of the sacrament as the 
words of absolution pronounced by the 
priest. The ‘matter’ was the contrition, 
confession and satisfaction (penance). 
A further development of the tradition 
happened after Vatican II with the renewal 
of all the sacramental rites in the church. 
As we know there were three rites of 
reconciliation established when Paul VI 
introduced the new rite of Penance at the 
end of 1973, but also other penitential 
services were added to the ritual. They 
could be conducted by teachers or 
catechists or priests. 
The new prayer of absolution says ‘through 
the ministry of the church may God grant 
you pardon and peace’ to remind us that 
God alone forgives sin, and that often this 
happens through the ministry of the 
church in which a priest is involved. But 
the church is bigger than just the clerical 
minister of the sacrament. The church is 
the whole people of God and the whole 
people of God are not only the receivers of 
God’s forgiveness and peace, but also, by 
virtue of being church, the mediators of 
that forgiveness and peace.
The two recommendations of the Royal 
Commission that the Press immediately 
focused on may have related to the seal of 
confession and optional celibacy. But there 
were a number of other comments made 
about clericalism and the training of 
priests, as well as the need for ongoing 
supervision and evaluation of our ministry. 
All these matters have relevance in a 
discussion about Confession after the 
Royal Commission. Has an inadequate 
training of priests and the lack of ongoing 
supervision and evaluation of ministry 
contributed to the dissatisfaction that the 
faithful experience in the celebration of the 
First Rite? Has enforced celibacy prevented 
the human maturing of some of the 
‘judicial’ ministers of ‘confession’? 
Has the ritual sacramental celebration of 
reconciliation further been compromised 
by the sense of betrayal by leadership in the 
church? As the Royal Commission stated 
in its final report: In its responses to child 
sexual abuse, the leadership of the Catholic 
church has failed the people of the Catholic 
Church in Australia, in particular its children. 
The results of that failure have been 
catastrophic. 
The leadership, and indeed any priest, can 
hardly encourage people to go to ‘confession.’ 
The leadership of the Roman Church had 
previously suppressed Third Rite celebrations 
in 1998. It reiterated then that individual 
and integral confession and absolution were 
the sole ordinary means of reconciliation.
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Despite the suppression of the Third Rite 
we can still fill churches in Lent and 
Advent with communal services of 
reconciliation. The people still sense 
forgiveness and healing in these services. 
Their faith brings them together in prayer, 
to reflect with the help of imaginative 
examinations of conscience put together  
by parish liturgy teams (containing more 
women than men). The people make their 
general confession of sin (the Confiteor) 
and are involved in a communal ritual 
action approaching the altar to touch the 
Word of God (the Gospel book), or the 
waters of baptism, or a crucifix, or a crib. 
The parish priest is in their midst, not as 
judge, but as fellow penitent. It is God, 
also in the midst of the people, who heals, 
forgives and brings peace. As in the early 
church, so too in our time, this ritual 
action of penance becomes a source of 
forgiveness and peace. God creates ‘the 
wine and oil,’ but this can be poured  
over the wounds of sin by many different 
people. It is not the priest’s job alone. 
So has the Royal Commission effectively 
put an end to private confession? We  
wait to see, but God remains the giver of 
pardon and peace. And as Pope Paul VI 
said: Just as the wounds of sin are varied and 
multiple in the life of individuals and of the 
community, so too the healing which penance 
provides is varied (Intro to New Rite of 
Penance 1973, no 7). So while the reality 
of private sacramental confession (First 
Rite) is on the skids, the reality of other 
forms of private and public penance may 
be ready for a come-back.
Sacraments, to use the thinking of Louis-
Marie Chauvet, involve human symbolic 
language which is imaginative and poetic 
(see, for example The Sacraments, Liturgical 
Press 2001, Ch 6). Is there much human, 
imaginative, poetic, symbolic language in 
the current First Rite of Reconciliation? 
Our materialistic world tends to shun 
poetic, symbolic language. The Spirit 
comes to give us the gift of language, the 
language of God, which is the language of 
the cross as much as the language of love. 
Pope Paul VI said: In order that this 
sacrament of healing may truly achieve its 
purpose among Christ’s faithful, it must take 
root in their whole lives and move them to 
more fervent service of God and neighbour 
(Intro to New Rite of Penance 1973, no 7). 
Will it ever take root in their whole lives as 
long as the ancient sense of penance 
remains distant? The sacrament is about 
conversion, not just forgiveness. Perhaps the 
Royal Commission, in questioning the seal, 
is giving the Church the prod to re-examine 
its sacramental liturgical heritage and 
return ever more deeply to the sources. 2

What is clericalism?
FRANK O’DEA SSS

Frank O’Dea SSS, charts the history of clericalism over the centuries from a time 
when there was no such thing, through the times of being connected to worldly power, 
through to the present.

Clericalism is the notion that clerics 
are superior to the laity and are 
entitled to privileges. Examples 

abound.

A friend of mine went overseas and when 
the plane landed, a big black limousine was 
waiting on the tarmac for the bishop who 
was on board. Everyone else had to walk  
to the terminal!

In the current translation of the missal,  
the prayer after the presentation of the  
gifts says, ‘Pray, brothers and sisters, that 
my sacrifice and yours may be acceptable  
to God, the almighty Father.’ This implies 
that it is primarily the priest’s sacrifice  
with the laity added as an afterthought. 
However, the Latin says, sacrificium 
nostrum which means our sacrifice. This 
was the translation used previously. Yet,  
the new translation was hailed as being 
more faithful to the Latin. It appears that 
clericalism takes precedence over the literal 
translation.

There was an Australasian synod some 
years ago and the bishops of Australia were 
told by Vatican officials that the Australian 
spirit of egalitarianism must not obscure 
the fact that clerics are different to the laity.

Pope Francis has often condemned 
clericalism as an evil in the church. Just 
two examples: ‘Clericalism nullifies the 
personality of Christians treating the laity 
as errand boys and girls’ and ‘I remember 
the famous expression: ‘It is the hour of  
the laity,’ but it seems that the clock has 
stopped. Watching the People of God is to 
remember that we all entered the Church 
as laity.’

No Clericalism in Early Church
The apostle Peter writes, But you are a 
chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, 
God’s own people, in order that you may 
proclaim the mighty acts of him who called 
you out of darkness into his marvellous light. 
(1 Peter 2:9). See also Revelation 1:6. 
Every baptised person belongs to this  
royal priesthood.

Immediately after a person is baptised with 
water, he/she is anointed with the oil of 
chrism when the celebrant says, ‘God the 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ has freed 

you from sin, given you a new birth by 
water and the Holy Spirit and welcomed 
you into his holy people. He now anoints 
you with the chrism of salvation. As Christ 
was anointed priest, prophet and king, so 
may you live always as a member of his 
body, sharing everlasting life.’ When I 
point out to people that if you are baptised 
you are a priest, they find it hard to believe. 
This matter is rarely taught.

In the early church there was no clericalism 
because everyone was recognised as a 
priest. ‘There is simply no special class, 
order or caste of professional ministers. 
Neither are there superiors over against 
inferiors, nor rulers over against subjects.’ 
(Brian Gleeson CP, Ordained Persons and 
their Ministries: New Testament Foundations 
and Variations, Australian ejournal of 
Theology 7, p.4)

For centuries it was believed, and even 
taught as church doctrine, that Jesus 
ordained the Twelve at the Last Supper. 
There is no evidence of this whatsoever.  
A woman theologian gave a lecture and  
at the end, a bishop rebuked her for not 
saying that Jesus ordained the Twelve. 
With tongue in cheek, she replied, ‘My 
dear bishop, Jesus did not ordain anybody 
at the last Supper – he had other things on 
his mind.’ What Jesus had in mind was the 
institution of the Eucharist, his passion, 
death and resurrection.

Jesus did not leave us a blueprint of how 
the church should be governed except to 
appoint Peter as the head with power to 
bind and loose. (Matthew 16:19)

We regard Pentecost as the birthday of the 
church, and the details of government 
evolved over time.
Evolution of Government
In the very beginning, in the times of the 
apostles, there was no central authority, no 
Vatican, no pope and communication was 
very slow. Communities established their 
own model of leadership. The very first 
Christians still considered they were Jews 
but followers of Jesus. They belonged to a 
‘Jesus movement’ within Judaism.

The followers of Jesus did not see any need 
for priests to offer sacrifice. Consequently, 
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what we find in the pages of the NT is a 
complete discontinuity, a complete break, 
between the Israelite priesthood as it had 
evolved by the time of Jesus, and the 
Christian leaders, workers, co-workers and 
ministers, spoken of in the NT. (Gleeson, 
p 2)

Communities need leadership. What 
evolved was three kinds of leadership. 
Firstly, the overseer with the Greek name 
episcopos. The overseer was assisted by 
presbyters and deacons. We have to be 
careful not to equate these words with our 
modern use. For example, from episcopos 
we have episcopal which means related to 
bishop but bishop in those days was quite 
different to the present day bishop.

Presbyter and episcopos were interchangeable 
which makes the matter quite complicated. 
None of these leaders were called priests 
– there were no ordinations. The leaders 
baptised newcomers and presided at the 
Eucharist without being ‘ordained’.

The New Testament offers no unambiguous 
evidence for ‘ordination’, though the gesture  
of the laying on of hands is found in contexts 
that suggest commissioning for a missionary 
task. Similarly, the New Testament does not 
link ministry with sacramental leadership 
(e.g. eucharistic presidency). (Nathan 
Mitchell OSB, Mission and Ministry, 1982, 
Michael Glazier inc. Delaware, p.198

Laying on of hands was used for the 
healing of the sick and for sending people 
on a mission – a practice still used today.

Raymond Brown, renowned scripture 
scholar reinforces the idea that the early 
church did not ordain priests. Nowhere in 
the New Testament are church presbyters or 
bishops called priests; that development came 
for bishops in the second century, and later 
for presbyters. It is interesting that 1 Peter 
speaks of a general ‘royal priesthood’ (2:9) 
and of “presbyters” (5:1) but makes no 
connection between them. (The Church the 
Apostles Left Behind, Paulist Press New 
York, 1984.)

The leaders of the early communities 
provided guidance for their members as 
they endeavoured to follow Jesus’ teachings. 
Some leaders were chosen by Paul, some by 
the elders.

Paul wrote to Timothy, Do not neglect the 
gift which was given to you through prophecy 
with the laying on of hands by the council of 
elders. (1 Timothy 4:14) The overseer 
(episcopos) became the principal leader of 
the communities.

The overseer and deacon are the main 
functional roles within the community, 
complimented by those of teacher, presbyter, 
deaconess and widow. As time passes, 
however, the role of overseer comes to absorb 
the roles of teacher and prophet. (Jack Riseley 
O.P. The Theology of Priesthood, Donald J. 
Georgen, Ann Garrido editors, 2000, 
p119, p21).

The deacon is the overseer’s social minister, 
responsibility for the administration, 
financial support, and practical care of the 
needy. (Riseley, p.23)

The overseer became a full time leader and 
presided at the Eucharist. The late first 
century and early second century letters  
of Clement, one of the overseers in Rome, 
and of Ignatius, overseer of Antioch, 
witness to the increasing emphasis on the 
overseer, elected from among the elders as 
the full time leader of the Christian 
community.

How did Ordination Creep in?
It evolved under certain pressures. 
Ordination was a term used by the Romans 
for appointment to an office. Ordained 
ministry in the Church, in fact, is the 
outcome of an evolution and a development 
of patterns of ministry in the NT.”  (Gleeson 
June 2006, p1)

One of the pressures came from converts 
from Judaism who found it hard to forget 
the idea of having priests to offer sacrifice. 
By the third century the overseer’s role is 
starting to be cast in priest terms because the 
community wishes to have priests like other 
Roman religions do. The Old Testament 
priesthood gradually becomes the model of 
what the overseer role ought to be, which is 
exactly opposite to the first and second 
generation’s understanding. (Riseley, p.21)

To provide priests, the overseers were 
ordained to offer sacrifice. A special ritual 
was developed for ordination. As the 
number of Christians grew, the overseer 
needed help to administer to the communities, 
so presbyters were also ordained.
Eucharist as Sacrifice
The result of the pressures mentioned 
above was that the Eucharist was 
understood only or at least principally  
as sacrifice.

One writer goes so far as to say, Though the 
church has always taught that the Mass is not 
a re-crucifixion of Christ, that he does not 
suffer and die again, it has been difficult for 
theologians to describe how the Mass can be 
properly called a sacrifice. Paul Bernier SSS, 
Emmanuel, July/August 2011, p316.

This may be an extreme view.

At the Last Supper Jesus said Do this in 
memory of me. This was the meal he was 
having with the Twelve. To my way of 
thinking the Eucharist is primarily a meal, 
spiritual nourishment, in which the whole 
community participates in brotherhood 
and sisterhood which we call communion. 

The earliest Eucharist prayers were short 
prayers of Praise and Thanksgiving, so 
Praise and Thanksgiving were recognised  
as an important aspect of the Eucharist. 
Also from earliest times the Eucharist was 
recognised as a sacrament of Reconciliation. 

It is a grave error to focus on just one 
aspect of the Eucharist, such as sacrifice 
though this mistake persisted for centuries 
till recent times. When I was young the 
Eucharist was always referred to as the 
‘Sacrifice of the Mass’.

Seeing the Eucharist as sacrifice led to the 
ordination of priests who were then seen  
as separate and superior to the laity. This  
in turn led to bishops being even more 
superior.

Eventually some theologians decided that 
ordination produced an ontological 
change, a change that penetrated to the 
very essence of one’s being. Of course, 
there’s no way of proving it by a physical 
procedure such as X ray. It’s an intellectual 
concept, and I find it very hard to believe. 

The church followed the Roman practice 
of administration, creating parishes and 
dioceses.

Bishops Gain Power
Bishops gained more power when 
Christianity was proclaimed as the state 
religion in 381, thus separating them even 
further from the laity. 

Then when the Roman Empire began to 
crumble with the invasion of the so-called 
barbarians, the church officials stepped in 
to fill the gap in administration, thus 
gaining even more power. Clericalism  
took a giant step forward at this time.

Bishops also began to wear ornate 
vestments and adopted titles such as  
Your Grace and My Lord. This is contrary 
to Jesus’ instruction, Call no one on earth 
your father, for you have one Father, the one 
in heaven. (Matthew 23:9) 

Eventually, the bishop’s residence was 
called a palace, cardinals were called Your 
Eminence and named Princes of the 
Church. Today it costs $30,000 to outfit a 
bishop! I can’t imagine Jesus wearing the 
regalia that our bishops wear.
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The head gear for a bishop is called a mitre. 
It developed from the headdress of the 
officials of the Eastern Roman empire.  
The earliest evidence of its use is from the 
eleventh century. It’s now used by all 
bishops in the Western Church.

A more bizarre explanation is that the 
mitre developed from the head gear 
adopted by the priests of ancient Babylon 
where the fish god Dagon was worshipped. 
The priests wore a robe shaped like a fish, 
and the hat was like the open mouth of the 
fish pointing upward. Too bizarre to be 
true?

The clerical system became solidly 
established in the church. Bishops were 
chosen for their fidelity to the system 
rather than holiness or pastoral abilities. 
Those who might rock the barque of Peter 
were not on the list of possible candidates

From about the third century to about the 
ninth, bishops were elected by the people 
and priests. After that the laity had no say 
in the election of bishops, and still have no 
say today virtually. 

Bishop Vincent Long OFM Conv. of 
Parramatta New South Wales, describes 
how a seminary in Chicago has seven steps 
up to the altar. On each step is written the 
name of each of the seven Holy Orders. He 
says, Each step would create an ever-growing 
chasm between the candidate and the people. 
It dawned on me that these vestiges of the 
Tridentine model of priesthood are powerful 
symbols of the clerical class … I hold that it is 
time for this exalted model of priesthood to be 
consigned to the past. Instead, we must 
rediscover the specific and full charism of the 
priesthood within the matrix of the universal 
priesthood of the faithful. (Address to the 
Manly Reunion gathering at Lidcombe, 
New South Wales, August 30, 2017)

Members of the hierarchy should be 
models of living as Jesus lived, marked by 
simplicity, caring for the poor, reaching out 
to the disabled. During the several decades 
before Pope Francis, I used to wonder why 
the hierarchy did not seem to be following 
the gospels but gave the impression they 
were more interested in power and wealth. 
This was disturbingly puzzling for me.

Today bishops and priests have been 
knocked off the pedestal where they once 
enjoyed so much privilege and power 
principally because of the sex abuse crisis. 
However, it must be stated very emphatically 
there have been very many holy and 
pastoral priests and bishops over the 
centuries, and still are today.

Making Decisions
Today the church is possibly in the biggest 
crisis in its history. Yet times of crisis are 
also times for significant change. We must 
now make the best possible use of this 
opportunity.

One of the most important changes  
must be to restore the influence of the laity 
who form probably 99% of the church 
membership. Vatican II decreed that the 
church is the People of God.

There is a huge amount of talent among 
the laity which is not being mined to 
benefit the church. This is a tragedy. Vast 
numbers of laity now have degrees and 
doctorates in theology, scripture, canon law 
etc. Apart from this scholarship, they have 
a lived experience of the world, society, 
marriage and family. Experience is a vital 
ingredient in decision making.

Bishops, cardinals and popes may know all 
the rules and regulations of canon law but 
without lived experience, their decision 
making can be fatally flawed. Humanae 
Vitae, the decision to forbid contraception, 
is a prime example. Pope Paul VI had a 
committee to assist him in making the 
decision. Many of them were lay women 
and men. The laity’s advice was to allow 
contraception, but Paul VI ignored it,  
and made his own decision leading to 
disastrous consequences.

We would have a much better church  
if the experience of lay women and men 
was drawn on. Vatican II spoke of the 
Priesthood of the Faithful but the 
connection between the Priesthood of the 
Faithful and the Ordained Priesthood has 
never been clarified.

Pope Francis has been encouraging the 
value of synods where the laity and the 
hierarchy dialoguing together can decide 
on a future direction for the church.  
A synod or plenary council will take place 
in Australia in 2020. This is a wonderful 
opportunity to make the church more 
relevant in the twenty first century.

Can we return to the way things were  
in the early centuries? If not, we could  
at least take the early church as a model 
and rebuild the church according to that 
model adapted to the twenty first century. 

It is absolutely vital to get back to the 
teachings of Jesus. We need leaders who are 
living the way of Jesus so that they inspire 
the laity. The age of clericalism is over, and 
the clock for the hour of the laity must  
be restarted with a new battery which the 
Holy Spirit will supply if we allow him. 2
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Ecclesia Semper Reformanda Est
AENGUS KAVANAGH FSP

“The Church is always in need of reform” is the catch-cry of Pope Francis. In this 
article, Aengus Kavanagh, a Patrician Brother from Ryde NSW, asks how are we going 
in reform of parish life in Australia. 

Here are some quotes from the first formal 
proclamation of Pope Francis, Evangelii 
Gaudium, issued in 2013, almost five years 
ago. They reveal his insights into elements 
of his vision for a reformed, and reforming, 
church.
•  I dream of a ‘missionary option’,  

that is , a missionary impulse capable  
of transforming everything, so that the 
Church’s customs, ways of doing things, 
times and schedules, language and 
structures can be suitably channelled for 
the evangelisation of today’s world rather 
than for her self-preservation (n.27).

• The parish is not an outdated institution. 
precisely because it possesses great 
flexibility, it can assume quite different 
contours depending on the openness and 

missionary creativity of the pastor and 
the community (n.28).

• An evangelising community gets 
involved by word and deed in people’s 
daily lives; it bridges distances, it is 
willing to abase itself if necessary….
Evangelisers thus take on the ‘smell of 
the sheep’, and the sheep are willing to 
hear their voice (n.24).

• I prefer a Church which is bruised, 
hurting and dirty because it has been  
out on the streets, rather than a Church 
which is unhealthy from being confined 
and from clinging to its own security.  
I do not want a Church which is 
concerned with being at the centre  
and then ends up being caught up in a 
web of sessions and procedures (n.49).

• More than by fear of going astray, my 
hope is that we will be moved by the fear 
of remaining shut up within structures 
which give us a false sense of security, 
within rules which make us harsh judges, 
within habits which make us feel safe, 
while at our door people are starving and 
Jesus does not tire of saying to us ‘Give 
them something to eat’ (Mk 6:3. (n.49).

• And so, the biggest threat of all gradually 
takes shape: the gray pragmatism of the 
daily life of the Church, in which all 
appears to proceed normally, while in 
reality faith is wearing down and 
degenerating into small mindedness.  
A tomb psychology thus develops and 
slowly transforms Christians into 
mummies in a museum (n.83).

There is the need to remind ourselves  
that these quotes are from a formal Papal 
document, the first Apostolic Exhortation 
of Pope Francis, and are not part of the 
manifesto of some liberal Catholic activist. 
This was but a first salvo in the Pope’s 

Attitudes/practices which hinder reform Attitudes/practices which favour reform

 ✗ IGNORANCE – unaware that serious problems exist, out of 
touch with reality, oblivious to the growing disaffection among 
increasing numbers of the baptised.

 ✗ DENIAL – In the face of compelling symptoms denies the 
seriousness of the problem …talks it/them down, often 
dismisses source of unease a ‘prophets of doom’.

 ✗ RATIONALISATION – adopts a defensive stance in efforts to 
justify and protect the status quo averting any need for change

 ✗ COMPLIANCE – “Man for Sabbath” (Mk:2) rigid focus on 
letter of the law, duty-driven box-ticking, maintenance the 
priority. 

 ✗ RESTORATIONIST – fortress mentality, elitist, more of the 
same for the ageing and ever-diminishing faithful remnant. 
Orthodoxy way ahead of orthopraxis, smell of incense along 
with nostalgia for other grandeurs of a bygone era ahead of the 
‘smell of the sheep’, suffering a history by-pass. Certitude 
prevails.

 ✗ POWER OVER – position/status authority, a culture of 
dominance and control, persistence of the Papal-decried 
continuity and multiple manifestations of clericalism.

 ✗ INEQUALITY – exclusion of women at curial, diocesan,  
and parish levels from significant roles in policy development, 
leadership, governance, and ministry, still working for a 
hierarchical and patriarchal model, out of sync with role of 
women in modern society.

 ✗ DISCONNECTED – sceptical of standards taken for granted 
in the effective functioning of modern business organisations—
ignorance of human sciences informing working relationships, 
communications, processes, change management, 
collaboration, teamwork …culture mainly stagnant.

 ✗ APATHY, INDIFFERENCE, INERTIA

 ✓OPENNESS – keeps up to date on relevant issues in matters 
of faith, spirituality, and church life, in tune with the voice of 
the people, and the sensus fidelium.
 ✓ACCEPTANCE – acknowledges present realities in the above 
domains, seeks to understand underlying causes, humble and 
contrite in the face of criticisms, shows vulnerability.
 ✓RESPONSE – embarks on a process of listening, 
discernment, prayer, reflection, consultation, collaboration 
and adaptation.
 ✓COMMITMENT – “Sabbath for man” (Mk:2), more 
pastoral than doctrinal, spirit ahead of letter, intrinsic 
motivation, missionary the priority.
 ✓EVOLUTIONARY CONSCIOUSNESS – the Good News 
is for all, embrace of diversity acknowledges present realities 
in degrees of believing and belonging among the baptised, 
broadening the umbrella of inclusion in the ‘field hospital’ 
model of church advocated by Pope Francis. Faith prevails.
 ✓EMPOWERMENT – moral authority inspiring a culture o. 
‘letting-go and taking-up’, calling forth of gifts, formation, 
trusting, mandating, commissioning, supporting.
 ✓TOWARDS EQUALITY – affirmative action for the 
inclusion of women in direction-setting, in structural reform, 
in decision-making, in ministry, at all levels in the life of the 
church, actively working towards the normalisation of gender 
equity and mutuality. 
 ✓IN TOUCH & QUALIFIED – in leadership and 
management attitudes and skills for strengthening the 
effectiveness of diocesan and parish structures and agencies. 
transparency and accountability – all in the service of a 
vibrant mission of the church in society.
 ✓FIRE IN THE BELLY FOR A REFORMED CHURCH
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The third wave
VIC O’CALLAGHAN 

Vic O’Callaghan, Springwood NSW, offers a harrowing description of the reduction in 
trust in the community over the history of sexual abuse of minors in the church and 
then a strategy for hope through sharing stories and deep listening.

In October 2017, Australian Bishops 
held a summit at the Vatican with a 
range of Holy See officials which 

included Cardinal Pietro Parolin, Secretary 
of State, Pope Francis’ number two, and 
Archbishop Paul Gallagher, the Vatican’s 
foreign minister equivalent, whose previous 
job was papal ambassador to Australia.  
This meeting was to discuss the fallout of 
the clerical sexual abuse crisis, and how the 
Church will adopt a new approach. This 
was another crisis meeting as the Church 
in Australia is facing the biggest catastrophe 
in its history. 
The Archbishop of Brisbane, Mark Coleridge, 
said the Church had been ‘shaken to the 
core’ by the abuse scandal and today was 
being called to a ‘greater authenticity.’  
(The Tablet, Australian Church Facing 
Biggest Crisis in its History, says Brisbane 
Archbishop, 9 October 2017, Christopher 
Lamb)
It is not only the hierarchy of the church 
who are being ‘shaken to the core’; people 
across the western world are presently 
living through the implications and effects 
of a sexual abuse crisis. It is a crisis that has 
shocked many inside and outside most 
institutions that professed care of the 
young and vulnerable. 
During the past five decades, there have 
been three waves that have rolled through 
these institutions and into all sectors of 
society. In faith communities, this shock 
has evolved into a sense of deep betrayal. 
The first wave was born out of the actions 
of individuals (either alone or in groups) 
who had an immediate impact on a victim. 
This person was usually a child or young 
person. Because of the nature of the act 
was not only a total contradiction of the 
values of the institution to which the 
perpetrator belonged and a crime against 
the law of the land, this wave was hidden. 
It became a source of pain, isolation and 
destruction. 

The second wave occurred when leaders  
of institutions learned of the abuses. This 
knowledge exposed a systematic paralysis. 
To employ a nautical metaphor, it was  
like a fearful navy at sea. Denials and 
scapegoating were manoeuvres that 
captains and admirals employed to manage 
the swirling storms. Each commander 
directed their helmsmen to ride out 
difficult times. ‘This storm will pass.’  
‘All will be OK if we hold firm and 
maintain a course of silence and follow  
our usual course.’ ‘We must not ground on 
the rocks of scandal.’ ‘Move that sailor to 
another port where he is not known.’  
And finally, ‘The little ones will get over it.’  
After travelling for decades beneath the 
surface, the third wave became a tsunami, 
thrust like a cliff by two immovable objects 
– the fourth estate and the judiciary. As the 
voices of the victims began to bubble to 
the surface, the institutions did what most 
humans do; they cried victim as every 
character in this tragedy clung to flotsam 
and splashed for higher ground. Admirals 
were drenched, bedraggled and incoherent 
as cabin boys shouted about their lives 
below decks. The resulting tumult has 
wrought a desolate scene. 
This tsunami continues to roll and swirl 
through the hearts of people who struggle 
amid the desolation. One can imagine the 
minds of those grappling with this plume 
of shock summarising: ‘No greater 
deception can be wrought by those in 
whom great trust is place.’ ‘Now we see  
the diabolical hidden in plain sight.’  
‘They protected the criminals and punished 
the victims.’ ‘How could this happen?’  
How indeed? But there were those who 
dared to speak words heretical, to make 
mention of the unbelievable. The first to 
raise their voices were the victims and their 
families. These people came to know the 
effects of not being heard. It is a taste of 
insanity. Being ignored is a punishment 
that makes ‘Chicken Little’ of those who 
are seen to be announcing the fall of the 
sky. These were individuals and families 
whom the truth did not set free. 
People in church communities became 
tertiary victims as the waves washed many 
of their friends from their midst. Vacant 
pews are a silent testament to horror. 

recurring themes over five years that the 
jaded formula of ‘more of the same’ is not 
the pathway to reclaiming credibility and 
relevance for the Church’s transmission of 
the mission of Jesus in the 21st century.  
The feelings and aspirations of millions  
of Catholics, and of people of goodwill 
generally, as the personality and vision of 
the new Pope became known were well 
captured in the assertion of the veteran 
Latin American theologian, Leonardo Boff: 
Francis represents a new dawn of hope, a sign 
that a new spring can burst upon the Church, 
with all its vitality and splendour. In this way 
it can regain credibility and will become a 
sacrament of liberation (Francis of Rome, 
Francis of Assisi – A New Springtime for  
the Church p.151). Almost five years later, 
and alas, no signs of blossoms or even 
green shoots, from the new spring heralded 
by Boff and yearned for by so many. 
Diocesan and parish policies, structures, 
and practices remain mainly as they were 
except for the surrender-induced parish 
closures and amalgamations commonly 
dictated by the current availability of 
ordained ministers. Little or no evidence  
of initiatives to re-configure ministry, to 
form, to train, and to enable lay leadership 
to sustain and nurture the faith-life of 
existing parish communities.

In September 2017, a novel titled A Lost 
Tribe, written by Fr William King, Parish 
priest at Rathmines Dublin, was launched. 
The novel describes the demise of 
priesthood in Ireland from its once exalted 
profile in the country to a now ‘endangered 
species’ category. In an accompanying 
article in The Tablet ( 9 Dec 2017), Fr King 
makes the chilling observation on a 
scenario not uncommon in today’s Western 
world :When I was a seminarian in the mid 
1960s there were more than 2,000 students 
for the priesthood in Ireland…Maynooth 
seminary is the only Diocesan seminary in 
Irelan. now. This September (2017), the 
number who entered was just six. Not such  
a bleak scenario in Australian seminaries 
you may say. However, the numbers are 
greatly strengthened by seminarians of first 
generation ethnic origin. God bless them. 
But where are the middle-of-the-road 
young Anglos? Time for a tectonic 
paradigm shift towards Church reform? 
The following reflection and discussion 
framework proposes possible causes of  
the paralysing inertia within our Church 
generally, and how things might look in a 
Church that is missionary in the spirit of 
the Gospel. 2
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Like a sword, the Royal Commission into 
Institutional Responses to Child Abuse has 
opened the bulbous infection which now 
flows from the body. It is revealing how 
traitorous behaviour has publicly shredded 
the professed sacred values of these 
institutions. This betrayal has borne a 
profound loss of trust. Paradoxically, this 
failure has revealed a subtle layer of 
co-responsibility. 
While it can be argued, this catastrophe 
would be less likely if women had equal 
roles in leadership (as evidenced by the 
transparency exhibited by the Catholic 
Archdiocese of Adelaide), there is no doubt 
history would have been dramatically 
different if the laity had not been stuck in 
developmental limbo by infantilization. 
Assumptions thrive on tokenism and 
corporate talk. There will be no substantive 
change and transparency will be opaque if 
there is not tangible and confronting and 
generous engagement. 
How can people make sense and meaning 
of this personal and systemic pain? If there 
is to be learning and rebuilding from this 
crisis; if the causes of collusion and 
cover-ups are to be known, there first needs 
to be resolved listening to each voice in 
every community before notions of what 
has happened can emerge and be broadly 
understood. 
This change needs to include all sectors  
of the institutions deliberately working 
together to gain insights into the effect of 
this betrayal. When people are invited to 
come forward as adults to listen to each 
other, communal trust is experienced. 
Gathering Circles are precise and 
deliberative experiences where only talking 
and listening occurs. These gatherings are 
not discussions or times of debate or 
persuasion; they are meditative moments 
where each person has opportunities to 
answer crucial questions, to be heard 
without interruption. Central to the power 
of such gatherings is the art of listening. 
But what happens after we listen to each 
other? Where do we go from here? 
Many communities are engaging in a 
three-phase journey. Stage 1: LISTEN – 
How have I been impacted by the sexual 
abuse crisis? Stage 2: LEARN – What are 
the learnings from this? Stage 3: ACT – 
How can these learnings light our way  
of being a community of mystics?
Stories of the third wave will last for many 
decades as they form concentric waves of 
learning and healing. 2

Taking sides with the victims of injustice
Disturbing the Dust: Notes from the margins, Tony Herbert SJ, Jesuit Mission. Review 
by Edmund Campion.

On a Christmas card to a friendly 
bishop I wrote that my Book of 
the Year was Kate Hennessy’s life 

of her grandma, Dorothy Day, the 
uncanonised saint.  The bishop’s reply  
told me that his Book of the Year was 
Disturbing the Dust:  Notes from the margins 
by Tony Herbert SJ. I hastened to get the 
book.
Tony Herbert went to a Jesuit school in 
Sydney, joined the Jesuits in 1960 and 
went to India five years later. Gradually  
he was drawn into the world of the Dalits 
(once known as ‘untouchables’).  He sat 
with them, listened to their talk, ate their 
food – how he missed coffee! – and slowly 
became one with them. Now and again he 
would write a few paragraphs on 
something that happened to him in this 
novel world. Disturbing the Dust collects 
these short records of one missionary’s life, 
adding an apt page or two to comment on 
each episode. It’s a rivetting book.
At first, the Dalits were, for him, the Other 
with different language, food, humour and 
traditions. They seemed to travel by a 
different compass to his own. Their feast 
days were not in the religious textbooks.  
In time, however, he began to see that 
these fringe-dwellers, so poor, so feckless, 
so aimless, were people of the Beatitudes 
who might teach him (and us) lessons of 
redemption. He found Christ’s Presence 
here in the fringe-dwellers as well as in the 
Eucharist.
The wretched of the earth, Dalits were  
easy prey for those with more power. Their 
minuscule land holdings attracted the 
attention of coal mining companies and 
well-resourced brickworks. Dirt-poor 
Dalits had little chance against such forces 
and anyway history had conditioned them 
to be servile.  They sat at the bottom of the 
social pyramid; those on top could sport 
with them as they pleased.  In this struggle 

success was so rare that Herbert began to 
speak of a spirituality of failure, like Ted 
Kennedy of Redfern.
People like him, who share the lives of 
fringe-dwellers and try to stiffen their 
backbones, are on a hiding to nothing. A 
chilling chapter tells how Herbert fell into 
the hands of alt-right fundamentalists who 
might have killed him but for the chance 
arrival of wiser leaders. More troubling are 
the pages where his own colleagues sap his 
fortitude with sly questions and ironic 
comments.  Despite Pope Francis, he 
wondered whether they were really 
committed to the poor.
Let the author have the last word. At the 
end of his book he writes: I never saw 
mission as ‘the saving of souls’, or as 
conversion to the Christian religion with 
sacramental practice as the key indicator of 
spiritual life. I have learnt to see it as service 
of the poor, service beyond that of the 
hand-out, but taking sides with the victims of 
injustice, aligning ourselves as our God does 
in a covenant with the poor. 2

From Pauper to Prince 
Norman Thomas Gilroy: An Obedient Life. John Luttrell. St Paul Publications, 
Homebush 2017. Reviewed by John de Luca.

The first major biography of Sydney’s 
fifth Catholic Archbishop has 
recently been published some forty 

years after his death. Marist Brother Dr 
John Luttrell’s long overdue study, Norman 
Thomas Gilroy: An Obedient Life, is more 

than just a record of an individual life: it 
puts into context post World War Two 
development in the Archdiocese of Sydney 
through its undisputed leader over thirty 
years of upheaval and growth. The 
challenges of post-war migration, Catholic 
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education, and the changing place of the 
Catholic community in the wider world of 
Australian civil society are but some of the 
topics considered in this very fine work in 
which clergy everywhere will find a 
resonance for many of the contemporary 
issues facing Australian Catholics to-day.
In some quarters it is fashionable to descry 
the “dead white male” perspective of 
writing history. But within the more 
homogeneous (not to say tribal) world of 
Australian Catholics that Norman Gilroy 
grew up in, the bishop of a diocese 
occupied a place in the esteem of his 
people that many would find it hard to 
identify with now. This is not to say that 
John Luttrell has written hagiography. 
Although generous in his judgments of the 
man, Luttrell is not afraid to record 
negative as well as positive aspects of 
Gilroy’s quirks and strengths. The myriad 
interviews that were conducted with many 
who knew Gilroy well, (all too many of 
whom are now deceased), his family, 
collaborators, subjects and opponents,  
are testimony to the care and painstaking 
research that has gone into the writing of 
this book. This is a timely place for a 
disclosure from the writer of this review.  
As a member of Norman Gilroy’s family 
(my mother’s father was the brother of 
Norman’s mother) I grew up as Norman’s 
first cousin once-removed (or as those who 
can still remember the Canon Law lecture 
on the degrees of consanguinity and 
affinity will recall: the first degree mixed 
with the second!). Being well acquainted 
with the family folklore, as well as having 
served as a very junior priest under 
Norman Gilroy in St Mary’s Cathedral 
presbytery, I have had to resist judging this 
book on the stories that I might have liked 
to have seen told, instead confining myself 
to the actual book that John Luttrell has 
given us. 
John Luttrell’s research began as a doctoral 
thesis, maturing into the finished product 
that was launched into the world in 
October 2017 by Norman Gilroy’s 
successor, the ninth Archbishop of Sydney, 
Anthony Fisher. Neither Fisher nor Luttrell 
had actually ever met Gilroy, something 
not surprising, given the forty six years that 
have passed since Gilroy, in obedience to 
the decisions made concerning Episcopal 
use-by dates at the Second Vatican 
Council, tendered his resignation from the 
See in 1971. The academic origins of this 
book, therefore, are very evident in the 
copious references and footnotes which 
give it a validity beyond that of mere gossip 
retailed by those who have an axe to grind, 
or a cause to promote. John Luttrell’s 
research has been made more relevant in 

that he seems to have been given full access 
to the Sydney Archdiocesan Archives, 
bypassing the usual embargo on the early 
release of confidential material. We are 
indebted to him for having secured this 
access, particularly since the iron-curtain 
on the release of archival clerical 
information seems to have descended 
firmly indeed in recent months. Some of 
the more human glimpses into Norman 
Gilroy’s personal life that derive from these 
sources (such as his complaint that he was 
receiving far less by way of a stipend when 
he was a secretary to the Apostolic 
Delegate than the lowest-paid curate in 
Australia; or that he had been accepted  
as a candidate for the Jesuits before his 
promotion to Episcopal office put an end 
to that particular ambition) would these 
days be unlikely to surface.
The theme of Gilroy’s parsimony features 
throughout John Luttrell’s book. Cogently, 
Luttrell links this to the reduced 
circumstances of Gilroy’s early life when 
thrift was a necessity before it was a virtue. 
To those who are familiar with the obvious 
expansion of offices and personnel serving 
the Archdiocese of Sydney (and largely 
replicated in the Dioceses of Broken Bay, 
Parramatta and Wollongong which have 
been carved from the Archdiocese in recent 
decades), it would be almost unimaginable 
to realise that the church that Norman 
Gilroy administered was staffed by so few, 
and at such a minimal cost. The corporate 
entity that is to-day’s Archdiocese of 
Sydney has benefited from Gilroy’s careful 
husbanding of resources in what was a 
more clerically oriented age when it was 
cheaper to have a priest do the work than 
to pay a lay person. One man saves, the 
next spends. Ironically Norman Gilroy’s 
reluctance to dip into the patrimony of  
the Archdiocese, and indeed his efforts to 
augment it, have laid the foundations for 
the expansion that has occurred under his 
more free-spending successors.
Those old enough to remember, or 
politically concerned enough to care,  
will want to see how John Luttrell treats  
of Gilroy’s involvement in the anti-
Communist movement and Labor party 
split of the 1950s. Although this topic has 
been well researched and widely written 
about elsewhere, nevertheless it is 
refreshing to have the opportunity of 
looking at it again from the perspective of 
one who has had access to archival material 
not generally available. References to 
Gilroy from south of the Murray as ‘the 
smiling assassin’ remind us that even 
within the Catholic community 
nationwide there were many who despised 
him. John Luttrell’s researches will 

contribute to a timely reassessment of 
Gilroy’s stance in this matter.
This book deserves a wider readership than, 
unfortunately, it seems likely to receive. 
Older clergy and parishioners interested in 
the inner-workings of official ecclesiastical 
life are not thick on the ground these days. 
It would be a rewarding enterprise for 
younger priests, including those who have 
recently come into the ranks of the 
Australian priesthood from overseas, to 
give this book more than a cursory glance, 
and, indeed, to recommend its sale 
amongst their parishioners. This is part  
of our story, and should be promoted.  
The physical volume (particularly in its 
hard-cover format) is beautifully presented 
and easy to read. The font is large, the 
lay-out beyond reproach. John Luttrell has 
been fortunate in securing the generous 
co-operation of St Paul Publications in 
bringing his labours to a successful delivery 
after such a long gestation. May it have a 
long and fruitful after-life. 2
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Seminary training and the sexual abuse crisis
Trapped in a Closed World, Catholic Culture and Sexual Abuse, Kevin Peoples, 2017 
Garratt Publishing.  Reviewed by Eric Hodgens. 

Kevin Peoples entered St Columba’s 
Seminary, Springwood in 1964. He 
has written a memoire/reflection on 

his three years as a seminarian.
Reading Trapped you warm to Kevin Peoples. 
That is the sign of a good memoire. He has 
a good story, knows his material and is a 
good teacher. It is a page-turning read.
If you have read his Santamaria’s Salesman 
you would know him better. Born and 
bred from the solid Catholic stock of the 
Western District of Victoria, he was an 
early product of the YCW. The YCW 
thrived in Ballarat diocese energised by  
a young, charismatic Fr. (later Professor) 
John Molony. His early working years 
included time as a recruiter and 
subscription collector for the National 
Catholic Rural Movement. Then he 
decided to give the seminary a go. Bishop 
Henschke took him on and he ended up  
at Springwood.

He describes the authoritarian style, 
enclosure from the world and misogyny 
that pervaded the seminary training. He 
sees this as retarding sexual maturity and 
providing no checks and balances against 
deviance. Hence the sub-title: Catholic 
Culture and Sexual Abuse.
After his three years in the seminary he left, 
got a degree and became a teacher and writer. 
The reader senses that there would have been 
no temptation to daydreaming in his classes.
He does this insightful analysis while 
grippingly telling the personal story of his 
ups and downs as a mature-age seminarian.
He is across the wide range of documentation 
on the paedophilia crisis in the Australian 
Church and leads his reader painlessly to 
greater insight into the crisis in today’s 
Church – a Church he has always loved 
and is still serving by writing this 
outstanding book. 2

Note: For legal 
reasons ‘Trapped in a Closed World’ 
cannot be sold in Victoria but is 
available elsewhere in the country.

Know the facts for effective ministry
Could a better knowledge of current social research make more effective and informed 
decisions about pastoral care and parish ministry? This book will help according to 
Eric Hodgens, the reviewer. The Future for Our Kids, (2017) Phil Ruthven, Wilkinson 
Publishing. 

Are you led by your head or your 
heart? Too much head stuff can be 
desiccating. But simply following 

your feelings can be disastrous if not 
moderated by the facts. Who can forget the 
armless knight in Monty Python hopping 
on his only remaining leg saying, ‘it’s only 
a flesh wound’?
Phil Ruthven is often called a futurologist. 
But he is no psychic or gypsy fortune teller. 
His business, called Ibisworld, is one of the 
largest business databases in the world. He 
thinks that knowing the facts and charting 
the trends will give you a pointer to what is 
going to come. Dog whistle politicians can 
stir up a crowd – but the facts often don’t 
back them up. Think of the Tampa – and 
its lasting aftermath.
In The Future for Our Kids, Phil Ruthven 
visits the facts which will affect the next 
generation. How is immigration affecting 
our population? Which professions and 
industries are on the rise and which are 
declining? What is the impact of new 
technology? Will next generations be  
better or worse off? How solve the energy 

problem? How is education changing? 
What has productivity to do with 
wellbeing? An array of issues is addressed 
in short chapters which makes the book a 
valuable reference.
The author presents his facts in graphic 
form – but he explains the graphs and the 
numbers so that the ordinary reader can 
understand them. Economists abound, but 
clear teachers of what economics mean are 
rare. The author makes economics 
interesting – and that is a rare gift.
Many pastors have been helped in parish 
planning by the National Church Life 
Survey (NCLS) and the Australian bishops’ 
Pastoral Research Office. There is nothing 
like knowing the facts about what is really 
going on. The same applies to parish 
fund-raising. There is no secret formula; 
base your planning on the facts, follow the 
tried and tested procedures and the results 
will follow.
Any priest who has been helped by the 
NCLS is likely to find this book a fund of 
information about a wider range of facts 
that are relevant to leadership of a parish 

community interested not 
only in what is going on but where the 
future is leading – especially for the newly 
emerging generation. 2
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Asylum Seeker Facts Produced
Bridging Troubled Waters: Australia and Asylum Seekers, Australian Scholarly 
Publishing, North Melbourne, 2017. Author, Tony Ward, with church support, deals 
comprehensively with a subject on which Australians are deeply divided and often 
misinformed. Reviewed by Michael Costigan, Adjunct Professor at Australian Catholic 
University and a former Secretary (1985-87) of the NSW Ethnic Affairs Commission.

The Redemptorist social justice 
advocate and academic, Father 
Bruce Duncan, encouraged and 

assisted Tony Ward, a former head of an 
economics consulting business and now a 
History Research Fellow at the University 
of Melbourne, to compile this detailed 
account of the facts involved in the divisive 
topic of asylum seekers and how they have 
been, are and should be treated in this 
country.
The book was a project of the Yarra 
Institute for Religion and Social Policy, 
within Melbourne’s University of Divinity. 
It also received generous support from the 
Good Shepherd Foundation. One of the 
aims of the undertaking, as suggested by 
the book’s title, with its Simon and 
Garfunkel reference, is to contribute to 
better understanding by and between 
sometimes over-emotional advocates of 
opposing policies about asylum seekers  
and refugees.
Hard as it may be to reconcile the views  
of those who adopt extreme positions of 
sympathy for asylum seekers and others 
who are indifferent or even hostile to their 
cause, well informed dialogue between 
them is surely the way to go. A necessary 

point of departure for many is to become 
better informed about all the essential facts 
in what is a very complicated matter.
This is what Tony Ward, after being aided 
by other researchers, provides in 
abundance in eleven clearly written and 
calmly presented chapters. One could give 
many examples, like the reminder, if 
needed, that 250,000 refugees and asylum 
seekers have made Australia their home 
between 1996 and 2016 – and that only 
fourteen per cent of those were boat 
people, the most hotly disputed category. 
The figures offered about the much larger 
but less controversial group of those 
arriving by air give one food for thought 
about official policies and community 
attitudes.
I liked the list (page 116) of seventeen 
Australian of the Year nominees over an 
eleven-year period (2007-17) with refugee 
backgrounds. If Catholics wish to name a 
distinguished ex-refugee member of our 
community they need go no further than 
the head of the Parramatta Diocese, the 
Vietnamese former boat person Bishop 
Vincent Long.
The writer concludes that certain extreme 

policies, including the globally derided 
current system of dealing with asylum 
seekers and refugees, as well as the 
contrasting ‘bring them all here’ approach, 
are non-sustainable in the long term. He 
presents this conclusion firmly but not in 
an argumentative style.
There was a more scathing tone in the 
words of the maverick Liberal Party 
parliamentarian Russell Broadbent when 
he launched the book in Melbourne 
recently. He repeated his previous 
criticisms of the ways in which successive 
Governments, Liberal and Labor, have 
dealt with detainees in such places as 
Manus Island and Nauru. He predicted 
that in due course it would be Australian 
women who would lead the way in 
changing what a fellow critic, Bishop 
Long, has called ‘a harsh and cruel policy’.
It is certainly the case that, among the 
many active church organisations and 
individuals showing compassion and 
concern for detainees, Catholic religious 
and lay women have been prominent. In 
this, they and others have the example of 
Pope Francis, with his many words and 
gestures in support of asylum seekers and 
refugees.
Tony Ward’s thoroughly researched book 
can and hopefully will make a notable 
contribution to the desirable change in 
community attitudes and to a bridging of 
the troubled waters. 2

A Companion to Amoris Laetitia
Pilgrims Quest is a small voluntary non-profit organisation that seeks to evangelise 
through the printed word.

This year, at the Manly Triennial 
Meeting (a reunion of priests who 
studied at St Patrick’s College 

Manly NSW or at the Homebush 
Seminary) Mgr Rob Egar, Adelaide, spoke 
about about Lifelong Love – Christian 
Marriage, our recent publication. Copies 
were distributed and well received.
This 48 page booklet contains the insights 
of couples who are committed to Christian 
marriage. Their down to earth stories of 
their joys and struggles offer 
encouragement to others.
Alice from Africa writes Praying has been 
our pillar of hope ... it has been an anchor in 
our marriage ... Sexual intimacy is enjoyed if 
the couple are on good terms and have 
mutually agreed to participate in the love 
making act; it shouldn’t be forced or imposed.  

Similar snippets of wisdom are offered  
by the 23 other couples from Australia, 
Europe, USA, Asia or the West Indies  
on their marital journal.
At a time when our society is grappling 
with what is called secular marriage, the 
stories of husbands and wives who have  
a deep seated belief in the ideals of 
sacramental marriage ... What God has 
joined ... are inspiring. Some priests find 
the book very helpful to those who are 
preparing for marriage.
Elysia Ryan’s reflections At Home with the 
Mass tell of the importance of Sunday 
Mass for herself, Ben her husband and 
their four children. Her story is, 
appropriately both in the book on marriage 
and the one on the Mass. She gives an 
account of the family’s positive approach  

to the Mass despite the fact that ... there are 
Sundays when the music isn’t appealing ... the 
homily doesn’t connect or challenge … (but) 
we appreciate the relationships we continue to 
form in our Eucharistic community, with our 
parish priest and with the people in similar 
and different stages in life ... being there 
together to hear the Word of God and receive 
the Eucharist is the best possible anchor for 
the rest of the week.
Lifelong Love is attractively illustrated and 
set out with different colours and typestyles 
that make it easy to read. Even Pope 
Francis makes a guest appearance ... Eat 
with your family, not your smartphone! 2

1
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Beware the Spirit within
Our Holy Ground, to touch within, Christa Murphy, SSpS Publications, 2017. 
Reviewed by Peter Maher.

Christa Murphy has five decades of 
experience in spiritual ministry in 
Australia and Papua New Guinea 

and she distills this into a series of 
reflections on crucial matters of christian 
theology and practice for the everyday  
lives of christians. These reflections are 
articulated simply and clearly but don’t be 
fooled by that. They contain within a series 
of deeper challenges that embody up to 
date thinking crafted to delight and 
unsettle the discerning reader. What seem 
innocent commentaries on the human 
experience are transformed into moments 
of mystery and surprise by their 
intersection with a lifetime of living the 
gospel and integrating gospel values with 
the lives of christian believers.
Many of the themes for the reflections  
are predictable such as God’s naming, 
suffering, compassion, prayer, salvation 
and the Spirit. Christa is a member of the 
Mission Congregation Servants of the 
Holy Spirit, so we might expect the Spirit 
to feature prominently. However none of 
these familiar themes are dealt with in 
familiar ways. Through poetry, story, prose 
and reflective questions the reader is 
immersed in very personal journey of faith 

and yet is also clearly engaged with the 
wealth of centuries of tradition.
Apart from the expected themes, there are 
two reflections that strike me as special 
contributions. These are deeply personal 
experiences Christa has had in her own 
spiritual journey. An (Un) Forgettable 
Experience recalls a simulation game on a 
course of spirituality for justice. Christa 
recalls being assigned to the marginalised 
group and becoming very agitated, loud 
and angry as she tried to make people hear 
her and found no one listened. It took 
some time to come back to herself after  
the game she was so distraught by this 
experience. She notes it was only a short 
time and only a simulation game. How 
much more must marginalised people feel 
angry when for them it lasts a lifetime?  
She notes: I began to understand why people 
who are oppressed in any way can turn to 
violence – especially when no one responds to 
their cries. My compassion for them deepened. 
And also my compassion for those driven to 
do violence to others (p68). These are 
powerful insights. I think of the failure in 
compassion felt for LGBTI people whose 
voice was lost in the recent marriage 

equality debate or the Aboriginal people 
whose work on the Uluru Statement was 
rejected by the Government or the asylum 
seekers on Manus Island. Deep spirituality 
indeed.
The reflection, Befriending the Enemy, had  
a similarly powerful effect on me. Christa 
reflects on her ‘inner work’ done on her 
passionate sexuality and her ability to 
rudely talk over others when she gets 
excited. In a short page or two she 
describes the experience, the process, the 
integration and the giftedness of these 
seeming negatives in her life. When faced 
and integrated, she noted, they are 
expressed in gifts – her care for people  
and speaking out for justice. 
This is a deceptively powerful little book. 
Recommended for everyday christians and 
spiritual guides. 2   

Revealing the divine in the ordinary
Set Pools of Silence in this Thirsty Land: Contemplating the Silent Presences of God 
Archbishop Christopher Prowse (2017), St Paul’s Publications, Strathfield, NSW. 
Reviewed by John Lee is a pastoral supervisor, spiritual director, teacher, consultant, 
husband, grandfather and broken man.  www.inspiringeducators.com.au

It is a challenge and a privilege to read  
a reflective work that originates in a 
seeker’s prayer journals.  So it is with 

humility and openness, that I have read 
Christopher’s short book, and with the 
same humility and openness, that I will 
attempt to convey something of the flavour 
of this accessible book. The title is inspired 
by a poem by Australian Poet, James 
McAuley (1917-1976).
Incarnate Word, in whom all nature lives, 
Cast flame upon the earth: raise up 
contemplatives 
Among us, those who walk within the fire 
Of ceaseless prayer, impetuous desire. 
Set pools of silence in this thirsty land. 
(From: A letter to John Dryden)
In this book, Christopher takes us on a 
contemplative journey.  With him, we  
visit ordinary places, and see the Divine 

presence made manifest. With an 
introduction, and fifteen bite size chapters, 
we go with him to diverse settings where 
silence, contemplation and the grace of 
God abide. Slim in size, 64 pages, and 
well-chosen images, support the 
attractiveness of the book. This may make 
it a suitable gift for someone who might be 
put off by a weightier tome.
Set Pools of Silence in this Thirsty Land has  
a rhythm within it. Christopher integrates 
stories, quotations from scripture, saints 
and other sources, along with personal 
reflections, in the service of the theme of 
the chapter. Chapters include: Describing 
Silence, The Silence of the Bush, Prison 
Silence and a dozen more. Each conclude 
with a prayer. There is variety in these short 
prayers. However, I personally was put off 
by the regular occurrence of prayers 
addressed to Heavenly Father.  

For me, the parts that had the greatest 
impact were the short stories woven within 
the chapters.  Mary, the elderly, reclusive, 
parishioner locked in at home, who sits in 
the back room, quietly contemplating the 
willow in the garden. The bicycle riding Fr 

1

We are priests best 
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Chris, visits monthly, bringing Mary 
communion, and he receives unexpected 
epiphanies.  Over three years of monthly 
visitations, Mary and Fr Chris, are changed 
through the experience of sitting together, 
contemplating the willow tree and the 
silent presences of God. 
Christopher takes us into prisons, for his 
regular visitations, including prior to 
Christmas and Easter. He describes the 
ritual way he invites prisoners to encounter 

Jesus using the symbolism of his Pectoral 
Cross. In a simple and self-deprecating way 
Christopher reflects on his interactions 
with our fellow pilgrims in custody. We 
stand beside him, getting a serve of foul 
language, before the same prisoner is 
moved to deep prayer. The author also 
recalls the wisdom of the elderly priest who 
said that in his time, the best congregations 
were prisoners.
There are many positive features of 

Archbishop Christopher Prowse’s book. 
Believers from diverse contexts, will 
recognize the Divine encounters, as he  
sets pools of silence in this thirsty land, 
contemplating the silent presences of God. 
Any work which attempts to reveal the 
presences of God in our contemporary 
world is worthy of our genuine attention. 
It is touching to see the face of God in the 
ordinary, and on the margins. May this 
book be read by many. 2

Homilies that connect and inspire
The Rosewood Table, Sunday Reflections for Everyday Living, Patrick Richards, 2017, 
St Paul Publications. Reviewed by Peter Maher.

One of the greatest compliments  
I have received in my priestly 
ministry was a mother who 

commented sometime after I left their 
parish, that when they attended a Mass I 
was celebrating, that Sunday never passed 
without someone in the family, including 
the teenage children, commenting on 
something I said. She noted that they 
didn’t always agree with me, but they  
did talk about the issues raised. She then 
commented that after I left that parish  
the homily was never discussed.
I think the homilies in this book would 
have the same effect. Richards is a great 
storyteller and I think this is the greatest 
compliment on these homilies. Richards 
understands that to preach the gospel it 
must be enculturated into the context in 
which it is being preached. As Pope Francis 
says, if the word remains on the page it 
becomes ineffectual and lifeless, it must 
find a home in the reality of people’s lives. 
This book is filled with creative ways of 
making the word of God alive and active  
in contemporary Australian society. The 
stories are creative, relevant, thoughtful, 
prayerful and spiritually rich. This is a 
book to savour and enjoy over the three 
year cycle of the Sunday lectionary. 
The homilies are more than clever. They 
are filled with good biblical, spiritual and 
secular scholarship. Richard’s background 
in literature and the dramatic arts shines 
through with relevant application to deeply 
human questions. The biblical stories 
bristle with meaning as Richards crafts  
a union between our spiritual tradition,  
the arts and life. His use of personal stories 
in lesser hands might seem a little self-
referential, but here it always alerts the 
reader to the matter at hand with the 
insight of personal and interesting anecdotes. 
The treatment of the text, ‘you are my 
friends if you do what I command you’ is 

as fresh as can be. What does commanding 
have to do with friendship? Richards 
explores his own story of priestly crisis four 
years after ordination. A story emerges of a 
priest in genuine crisis but on a search for 
meaning. Yes there are demands and 
commitment, but in friendship these are 
not to be burdensome but negotiated.  
His search results in deciding that the real 
meaning of friendship with Jesus is not to 
be a doormat but to choose how to 
respond to the situation according to one’s 
means. This is living the commandment of 
love.
Other examples of this master preacher 
are the poetic reflection on the road to 
Emmaus and the process of recognition, 
and his almost psychological working of 
conscience illustrated with references to 
Scrooge from A Christmas Carol and a 
quote from CS Lewis: ‘I sometimes 
wonder whether all pleasures are not 
substitutes for joy’.
It is the firm belief that the gospel finds  
its meaning when in dialogue with other 
voices from the world of literature, drama 
and our lives, that so brightens every page 
of this book.    
As with my friend commenting on my 
homilies, I found that I did not always 
agree with the author. When Jesus offers 
the disciples his body and blood, Richards 
minimises the importance of myth and 
ritual, without adding anything but it is a 
mystery we’ll never understand. I think a 
greater nuance about the role of ritual, 
language and its connection to Catholic 
Eucharist would serve the thinking 
congregation better. Although the 
references to family life are regularly 
insightful and welcome, I wonder how the 
reference to sons needing their fathers in 
his homily for the Feast of the Holy Family 
would be received by single parent families 
or gay couples raising children. These were 

among a few 
minor things that irked me but as my 
friend says even when we didn’t agree,  
we still talked about it.           
How often we hear people complain  
about the quality of the homily. For 
priests, reading this book can only inspire 
us to better things. For all who follow the 
lectionary, it will nourish, excite and 
inform you with its intelligent delightfully 
human exposition of our sacred texts, even 
if you don’t agree with every statement. 
Richards is a master educator in the best 
sense. He should also teach homiletics.  
I think this book should be required 
reading for all students for the Australian 
priesthood. 2
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
Can bishops be brothers to all?
I have only recently had the good fortune 
of coming across The Swag. It was an 
eye-opener. So many priests writing in such 
adult, mature and positive ways. Hence I 
was left aghast at the contrast between the 
uplifting content of The Swag and the way 
our Church can still be generally mired in 
authoritarianism and seeming tardiness in 
affording compassion toward the depth of 
hurt resulting from sexual abuse amongst 
the faithful. The letter by Kevin Johnson, 
Where is the church heading and episcopal 
appointments, (Summer 2017) highlighted 
for me the authoritarian nature of bishops, 
and the way their supposed brother priests 
are treated. 
Our Church suffers a long history, with 
few exceptions, where episcopal culture 
embraced a sense of unquestioned 
authority, a characteristic hard to fathom 
when Jesus is supposedly at the centre of 
their lives. The Royal Commission has 
shown up the Church’s governance to be 
full of contradictions. 
Flowing from Kevin’s observation of the 
kind of person needed as bishop in today’s 
Church, I am asking is it possible that a 
corner is being turned where the ordained 
and the laity are being seen as equal 
members of the body of Christ, each with 
their own responsibilities that cannot be 
exercised UNLESS we see ourselves in a 
circle of dialogue and trust in each other’s 
gifts? Can we encourage a culture of 
contemplative presence to each other 
without fear or favour? Surely, that’s what 
synods are about! Surely that’s what Pope 
Francis is encouraging. 
Thankfully we are seeing signs of few bishops 
that see their role as one of co-responsibility 
– brother towards not only their fellow priests, 
but also with the laity. This is a step up, I 
would think, from referring to the general 
faithful as collaborators. I’m at least hoping 
for that direction as our Church is invited 
to take a good look at itself and mature.

Leonard Blahut, Lawson, NSW

Indigenous priests means 
voluntary celibacy
With the Plenary Council coming up,  
I would like to get a word in regarding  
the recent government recommendation  
to Catholic Australia of ‘voluntary’ rather 
than ‘mandatory’ celibacy, for those  
(if any), feeling called to the priesthood. 
My main interest is in Indigenous 
Catholicism, and possible developments  
of Canon Law. 

‘Possible’, because ‘voluntary celibacy’ has 
now been formally recommended by the 
Royal Commission for consideration by 
the Australian Catholic hierarchy. 
I do not feel competent to present lengthy 
argument on the subject, but have the 
experience of 44 years of working in 
Indigenous communities, town-based and 
remote, in the Kimberley, and of simple 
spiritual practical observation of the 
current state of affairs. 
Today, after 107 years of missionary activity 
in the northwest, there is not the slightest 
interest in a ‘Murri Ministry’ kind of 
leadership in our Catholic understanding. 
It seems to me that, as local Church, we  
are being unreasonably myopic (stubborn) 
in contrast with Peter is Acts 15:10, from 
whose generous word we are told, ‘the 
assembly kept silence, and then listened  
to Paul and Barnabas…’ 
Who would question the values, ecclesial 
and personal of a voluntary celibate 
priesthood? Not me. 

Dan O’Donovan, Beagle Bay, WA

Mulkearns and responsibility
Over the time that Bishop Mulkearns has 
been discussed in the pages of The Swag, it 
is those who are (or had been) ordained 
who have supported him, objecting to the 
other group, lay people like me, criticising 
him.
What is it about ordination that makes 
men blind to Mulkearns’ flaws? I didn’t 
know him personally but, from what has 
been said, I have no reason to doubt that 
he was in many ways a good man. 
However, what is the meaning of that daily 
prayer, “Lead us not into temptation …”  
if not to acknowledge that good people  
can do bad things?
People like me agree that what we now 
know about the long term effects of 
paedophilia upon victims and the nature  
of paedophilia itself are different to when 
the crimes in question were committed. 
Without today’s knowledge and 
understanding, back then it was 
nevertheless a crime to assault a child, 
whether to break their bones or to rape 
them. Without today’s understanding, it 
might even have been conceded that a 
second chance be given, but not a third, 
fourth, fifth .... Although I doubt you’d 
find a mother anywhere who would have 
accepted a second chance in the case of 
rape and sexual assault – those tragically 
brainwashed that priests could do no 
wrong excepted.

Mulkearns is not being scapegoated because 
he didn›t know what none of us knew back 
then. He is being held to account for covering 
up what he knew to be crimes, thus 
enabling the criminal priests to commit 
further offences. The Royal Commission 
seems to be of the same opinion.
The Church will never move on while 
those within the ordination circle, from 
newest priest to pope, fail to acknowledge 
the wrong that was done, take responsibility, 
and make appropriate restitution – which 
might not even be a cash payout.

Margaret Callinan

Eucharist, married love and 
celibacy 
Dear priests, lest you get too starry eyed 
about how easy married love is compared 
to celibacy, consider this.
When was the last time you celebrated a 
Nuptial Mass for a couple pledging their 
love for one another? When was the last 
time you gave a homily explaining the dark 
beauty that married love was calling them to?
You’d think after four kids and six 
grandkids my husband and I would be 
leading deeply peaceful lives, full of 
connubial love, wouldn’t you?  I don’t 
know if it’s true of other married couples 
but the reality for us is that there are days 
when my husband is the hardest person on 
this earth to love. And the same goes for 
him, obviously, though I’m not game to 
ask him right now. I’m sure he finds me  
the hardest person in the world to love at 
times. I can love Vladimir Putin and even 
Donald Trump, they are miles away and it’s 
easy to say I love them, but loving the 
person right next to me that’s what’s hard. 
And the ’mood’ doesn’t change in the 
twinkling of an eye, believe me.
Am I staying with him because we are too 
old to change or because we are financially 
dependent on each other?  Or are there 
memories, promptings, of a love, a hope  
of love that …something deeper is going 
on inside us; a mystery that we can’t fully 
fathom, yet try to live?  Is this why we can 
say daily married life is like the Eucharist,  
a memorial, living today with all the 
memories of all our love and sacrifices? 
And where do we take our struggling days 
to be more loving, more forgiving? What 
do we do with such fracturing failures to 
love? For us there is only the call of Christ 
and his Eucharist. There’s not much libido 
around these days and little eros. There’s 
much that is filial, like Tobias and his wife, 
and occasionally we touch the ‘agape’  
love and experience it with joyful hearts.
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Where do we take our stumbling efforts  
to be more loving, more tolerant, more 
self-giving if not to the altar of love 
– Eucharist. It’s there that, caught up by 
the Spirit, we can try to join ourselves to 
Christ’s self-giving love. There, where we 
are joined to Christ’s self-giving love.

Paul tells me all the things that love isn’t 
and all the things love is. Most days are 
good and caring, ‘fitting in’ with one 
another. But where do I take the difficult 
days? Jesus is not only my inspiration – his 
Spirit of love calls me out of my selfishness 
eventually. Sometimes, I find the Spirit is 
far too slow responding to my need and  
I linger between my frustrations and 
self-pity. These are days of learning 
patience and perseverance. 

The mystery of the Cross, together with 
the mystery of the Eucharist, calls me to  
a ‘kiss of peace’, a reconciliation. To stop 
trying to go on loving would be a selfish 
hell on earth. To unite with Christ in the 
Eucharist will empower me and call forth 
from me the best bit of loving that I am 
capable of right now. How could it not 
when I look at Him.

Do you say these things when you have  
a starry eyed couple in front of you who 
have come to talk about their wedding 
plans? Probably not. But you can tell them 
that love will cost them dearly, everything. 
The true unselfish love that seeks to give 
life to the other will only make sense when 
they contemplate the total self-giving of 
Jesus signified and sacramentalised by the 
Cross and the Eucharist.

When we married couples come to die 
there will be little left of our selfishness.  
It will have been purged away in the 
crucible of our daily efforts to love and 
serve our partners. We will look a little like 
the Risen Christ then, and he will say to us 
well done, good and faithful servant. Is this 
why marriage, priesthood and Eucharist go 
together? Be blessed!

Monique (name and contact details 
supplied)

Approaching a prodigal son 
I read with great joy the article by Pat Power, 
Visiting sex offenders in prison in The Swag 
(Summer 17).

I have always believed that visiting a gaoled 
priest is a true pastoral ministry of a priest 
in these most difficult years. We did not 
expect it but it is, sadly, a ministry of our 
times. 

I note Pat’s words, ‘such support from me 

does not indicate any condoning of the 
crimes for which they have been 
punished…..’ Of course we don’t. 
However, we have always been a Church 
who is made up of saints and sinners. We 
know, sadly, that sometimes our priests, 
our bishops and our popes have been 
amongst our greatest sinners. 

I know, in hindsight, some would agree 
that George Pell should not have supported 
Gerald Ridsdale when he appeared in 
court. However, I must admit, that 
whenever I open up the Broken Rites 
website, I am delighted to see the photo  
of George supporting his brother, sinful 
priest.

I thank Pat Power for his words; words that 
stand in stark contrast to recent media 
reports. It was reported that an Australian 
bishop had made a decree that a priest of 
his diocese, who had been found guilty of 
serious offences and had completed his 
prison sentence, was not welcome in his 
diocese and he banned any support of this 
man by any of his brother priests in any 
presbytery of his diocese.

In the forty plus years of priesthood in 
many different ministries, I have often 
asked the People of God: What is your 
favourite parable of Jesus. I have often 
reflected on why the response is: Of course 
the Parable of the Prodigal Son.

Michael Walsh CM

The Royal Commission and 
priests
The Royal Commission into the sexual 
abuse of children and adolescents in 
institutions has delivered its final report. 
It revealed information that can help us 
overcome this problem in future.

We have had forty years of discussions and 
revelations about sexual abuse of children, 
in various parts of the world. We heard of 
it in other countries like Canada and the 
USA. When it became apparent that we 
had a similar problem here in Australia,  
the bishops acted. In 1996, seventeen years 
before the start of the Royal Commission, 
they established the Towards Healing and 
Melbourne Response programs. These 
programs are quite strict and reveal that 
the Church is determined to overcome the 
problem – as far as it is humanly possible.

The Royal Commission quoted statistics  
in their report on their investigations. 
Statistics can be misleading. The Royal 
Commission revealed that since it began 
572 priests were accused, not charged or 
convicted, of child or adolescent sexual 

abuse. A large proportion of these priests 
have never been charged or convicted of 
these crimes. They did not seem to refer  
to the fact that these accusations referred to 
a period from 1960 to 2015 – a period of 
55 years. This amounts on average to ten 
priests every year somewhere in Australia. 
At present there are 2967 recorded priests 
in Australia. 

I quote these figures, not to excuse or 
minimise the very serious failure of these 
crimes, but people in the media have said 
or implied that priests are more likely to  
be abusers because they are celibate.  
The reality is very different. 

In the Sydney Daily Telegraph on 4th May 
2014, there is a police report. The headline 
says: ‘Child sex abuse cases hit a record of 
13 a day in New South Wales’. The article 
says: of 4800 complaints received in 2013, 
about 15 percent were stranger attacks, but 
the bulk of the abuse is committed behind 
closed doors by people the children know and 
should trust.

The media has not revealed to us how 
many cases of the sexual abuse of children 
or adolescents were reported to the Royal 
Commission that have happened in 
Government institutions in New South 
Wales. 

Other reports in the media, speak about a 
lot of sexual activity and exploitation among 
teenage youth, with no involvement of 
adults. Apparently there is a lot of 
pornography available on the internet. In a 
recent copy of The Swag, we had a number 
of articles, about the failure of some priests 
regarding the sexual abuse of children and 
adolescents.

Some blamed it on clericalism. Others 
suggested that the problem arose from 
celibacy. The selection of bishops was 
questioned. Some said the problem was  
the training of priests. Church governance 
was criticised and attacked. 

We need to give these comments all the 
attention they deserve. But the main cause 
of the failure of priests and laity is human 
nature and original sin. You cannot live a 
chaste life without God’s help. The church 
continues to emphasise the importance of 
prayer and penance.

In the last sixty years, in Australia, there 
has been an enormous change to peoples’ 
attitude regarding sexual morality. 
Attitudes and laws have changed regarding 
fornication, adultery, prostitution and 
pornography to name just a few. And now 
respect for human life is under attack with 
abortion and euthanasia.

Continued page 50
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We face a similar challenge that St Paul 
expressed in his first letter to the church 
community at Corinth: Do not be deceived!  
Fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, male 
prostitutes, sodomites, thieves, the greedy, 
drunkards, slanderers, robbers – none of these 
will enter the kingdom of God (1 Corinthians 
6:9-10).
We can meet this challenge in a positive 
way. It offers us an opportunity, for the 
church to develop a program that 
emphasises all that is good in the love and 
loyalty in Christian Marriage. People want 
marriage and family life to be happy and 
successful. According to Jesus teaching  
and the teaching of the church, marriage 
should be valued and celebrated as a  
self giving, love giving, life giving union.
This teaching should also occur in our 
catholic secondary schools. I think that in 
some places this subject is simply passed 
over in silence, because of the large 
percentage of students whose parents  
are separated or divorced.
God’s teaching is certainly good news. We 
need to present it in a very positive way. 2

Pat Stratford, retired priest, 
Brisbane, Queensland.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR NEWS
Sexuality not the main focus at 
synod on young people
Synod secretary-general Cardinal Lorenzo 
Baldisseri offers clarifications on a series  
of issues concerning the synod reported 
Gauthier Vaillant in La Croix International 
on January 18, 2018. 
The role of young people at the event is  
yet to be clarified although a Pre-Synod 
meeting of young people will take place in 
March 19-24, Vaillant reported. The Swag 
(Summer 17) carried Ashleigh Green’s 
contribution at the meeting with young 
people late last year calling for young 
people to be present during the synod, 
discussing issues at the same time as the 
bishops. This seems not to have been  
taken up yet.
Concerning the role of young people during 
the synod assembly, Cardinal Baldisseri 
stated clearly that ‘there will no structural 
change’, reported Vaillant. Participants at 
the synod will therefore comprise bishops 
plus 30 to 40 external auditors, of whom 
‘the majority will be young,’ the cardinal 
said.
However, he agreed that there were 
perceptions that ‘this was not sufficient  
and that a greater participation of young 
people was necessary.’
Questioned on how the synod would 
address the issues of sexuality and relationships 
among young people, Cardinal Baldisseri 
recognized that the issue was largely absent 
from the synod preparatory documents 
sent to dioceses and also from the online 
survey, reported Vaillant.
Cardinal Baldisseri, admitting that the 
issue of sexuality would not be ‘a central 
issue’ at the synod, said, ‘Otherwise, 
journalists would accentuate the focus on 
the issues, as happened with the Synod on 
the Family on the issue of divorced couples.’ 
It seems that a key issue for young people 
in regard to sexuality and sexual identity 
will be sidelined because of the media 
attention, rather than engaging in the 
dialogue necessary for the spiritual and 
emotional health of the young people in 
regard to issues of sexuality. There seems to 
be little recognition of the high degree of 
shame, blame and, indeed, self harm 
among young people especially around 
issues of sexuality and sexual identity. 

Two priests receive Order of 
Australia Medal
Father Edward Joseph Harte of Bendigo 
and Father Francis Phuong Tran of Dapto 
were honoured on Australia Day with the 

Medal of the Order of Australia (OAM) for 
service to the Catholic Church in Australia. 
Edward Harte was ordained in 1966 and 
has worked in parishes and as a chaplain  
in the health and aged care sector in 
Sandhurst diocese. Francis Tran was 
ordained in 1995 for the  Wollongong 
diocese. Congratulations to both priests.

Empowering youth globally
When parish priests partner with their local 
communities they can become a means for 
positive change for the most vulnerable. 
This Lent, Caritas Australia, the Catholic 
Church’s International Aid and 
Development agency, will launch its 
Project Compassion appeal. During the 
appeal, inspiring stories from six countries 
will demonstrate the way that development 
workers, priests and locals can come together 
to pursue social justice at all levels of society.
One of these stories is that of Rattanak, a 
young man from Cambodia whose deafness 
has made it difficult to access employment; 
Rattanak lost the hearing in one of his ears 
after contracting polio as a child.
Through the work of the Caritas supported 
Deaf Development Program (DDP) and 
the work of its Director, Father Charles 
Dittmeier, Rattanak’s life and that of many 
other deaf Cambodians been turned 
around.
During Lent, Australians are invited to 
support Project Compassion by making a 
donation. Supporters can share stories at 
#ProjectCompassion. More at www.
caritas.org.au/projectcompassion 

Pope Francis finds a divided 
and weakened church in Peru
Peruvian bishops appear more divided than 
ever over church reforms, and following a 
presidential pardon, reports Claire Lesegretain 
in La Croix International on January 18, 
2018.
A presidential pardon granted to former 
president Alberto Fujimori has divided 
Peru’s bishops while the Vatican has taken 
control of the Peruvian movement 
Sodalitium after its founder Luis Fernando 
Figari faced pedophilia charges.
Archbishop Hector Miguel Cabrejos 
Vidarte characterized the presidential 
pardon as ‘a political compromise placing 
the country in danger. On this issue as on 
others, his views contrast with those of 
Cardinal Juan Luis Cipriani Thorne of 
Lima, the first Opus Dei cardinal, who  
has long been close to Fujimori, 
Lesegretain reported.

THE

TABLET
Subscribe now  for only $139

The Tablet is the Catholic weekly  
publication where faith and modern 

culture meet. Its wide-ranging, always 
challenging content includes features  

on religion, politics, society and ethics, 
together with reviews of books 

and the arts.

Telephone the NCP National Office
(03) 5244 3680

Subscribe to our app or digital edition at: 
www.thetablet.co.uk

specialncp member subscription offer

http://www.caritas.org.au/projectcompassion
http://www.caritas.org.au/projectcompassion


51the swag

NEWS
The Peruvian Bishops Conference (CEP) is 
also beset by other lines of fracture between 
an ‘essentially liturgical and sacramental’ 
pastoral approach and one based on social 
engagement, as explained by Prado Father 
Jorge Alvarez Calderon. ‘Until the 1980s, 
most bishops supported the preferential 
option for the poor and dialogue with the 
Quechua (whose language is spoken by 15 
percent of Peruvians) and Aymara cultures,’ 
Father Calderon said.
‘However, under Popes John Paul II and 
Benedict XVI, bishops with a completely 
different theological vision were appointed,’ 
he said.
Of the 48 Peruvian bishops currently in 
service, around 15 belong to movements 
regarded as conservative, including Opus 
Dei, the Neocatechumenal Way and 
Sodalitium Christianae Vitae, also known 
simply as Sodalitium.
A pontifical society of apostolic life recognized 
by the Holy See in 1997, Sodalitium has 
been criticized for the extreme rigor of its 
methods of recruitment and education. The 
Vatican took control of the organization on 
Jan. 10. Its Peruvian founder, Luis Fernando 
Figari, was found guilty in 2015 of ‘sexual 
abuse of minors’, Lesegretain reported.
Also, Peru’s conservative bishops dispose  
of significant financial resources, which has 
enabled them to launch a series of initiatives 
in the media field as well as universities 
and seminaries. These institutions are 
reputed to have trained ‘80 percent of the 
Peruvian clergy,’ Father Calderon said.
As a result, the bishops recently appointed 
by Pope Francis are experiencing serious 
difficulty in undertaking reforms.

German bishop wants 
discussion on taboo issues
Keeping silent on same sex partnerships, 
ordination of women deacons and lay-run 
parishes only leads to confusion, says 
Bishop Franz-Josef Bode, Christa Pongratz-
Lippitt reported in La Croix International 
on January 15, 2018.

The vice-president of the Catholic bishops’ 
conference in Germany has called for 
deeper discussion on such hot-button 
issues as church blessings for homosexual 
partnerships, the ordination of women 
deacons and lay-run parishes, Pongratz-
Lippitt reported.

‘This is about the basic questions of 
partnership and how to deal with one 
another respectfully. That is my concern 
here,’ the 66-year-old bishop said in a long 
interview published Jan. 10 in the regional 
daily Neue Osnabrücker Zeitung.

‘Even if ‘same sex marriage/marriage for 
everyone’ is something quite different from 
what the church understands by marriage, 
it is nevertheless a political reality. We must 
therefore ask ourselves how we should 
encounter and respond to those who enter 
into such partnerships and remain committed 
to the Church,’ said Bishop Bode.

‘We must ask ourselves how we should 
accompany them pastorally and liturgically 
and how we can meet their needs,’ he 
explained.

‘Is there not a great deal that is positive, 
good and right in such relationships that 
we must do justice to? One can, for 
example, think about a blessing which 
cannot be mistaken for a marriage 
celebration,’ he said.

Regarding women deacons, Bishop Bode 
said the study commission that Pope Francis 
initiated on this issue in 2016 was very much 
concentrated on tradition. ‘To my mind, 
however, one should not only proceed from 
tradition. We must do justice to the fact that 
today women are often in very responsible 
positions in the church,’ he said.

The bishop said a further challenge for the 
church was the drastic shortage of priests 
and shrinking church communities. He 
said the fewer the number of priests, the 
more important it will be to encourage 
local lay Catholics to voluntarily take on 
more responsibilities. He pointed out that 
this is already happening in the Diocese of 
Osnabrück where lay people are being 
trained so that parishes can remain viable 
even if or when there is no priest or 
pastoral assistant.

Post Royal Commission –  
is it now ‘Let’s move on’?
The internal politics of the Catholic church 
has moved on from a debate between 
reformers and deniers – those who 
acknowledged the problem, and those who 
insisted it was media-driven hysteria, or an 
ideological attack on the church by its 
enemies, John Allen reported in Crux on 
12 December, 2017. 
However, a new foe of reform has arisen, 
which we might call the ‘let’s move on’ 
crowd. This group, whether they say it out 
loud or not, believes the abuse scandals are 
largely over. The needed changes have been 
adopted, the appropriate level of contrition 
has been expressed, the Church has paid its 
bill for legal settlements to victims, and 
now it’s time to focus on other matters. 
Yes, some level of ongoing maintenance 
will be required to prevent backsliding,  
but this is simply no longer a front-burner 
priority, and continuing to talk about it 
now often strikes these people as egregious 
and even a bit obsessive. Worryingly, the 
‘let’s move on’ camp often seems to be 
calling the shots these days, said Allen.
The failure of the new forum for imposing 
accountability on bishops who drop the 
ball and the Pontifical Commission for the 
Protection of Minors are markers of this 
problem according to Allen.
Allen claims the commission may have 
dampened its effectiveness by mentioning 
priestly celibacy and the seal of confession 
as these might mask the more important 
issue of church governance and 
accountability.
See Commission’s recommendations for 
the Catholic Church published elsewhere 
in this edition of The Swag. 2
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Returned to God
JOHN FRANKLIN AIREY CSSR 24/10/2017

John Franklin Airey CSsR died peacefully on October 24, 2017 aged 82. John was the dearly beloved son of the late Stan and 
Noel Airey of Dunedin, New Zealand. He was a much respected member of the Redemptorist Congregation and leader of the 
Redemptorist Community and Conference Centre Galong, NSW.
John was in leadership much of his life and was the last superior of the Region of Aotearoa New Zealand. He was energetic and 

generous participating in the journey to the Redemptorists becoming the new Province of Oceania. A symbol of his awareness and 
sensitivity in a new but fragile province was his volunteering to lead the community and mission in Galong. From the beginning of his 
appointment it was always his and the council’s understanding that he could return to New Zealand at any time. In his short time at 
Galong he grabbed the place with both hands and did much to further its life.
Those that knew John would no doubt have enjoyed his humour, take on life, and dedication to the Congregation. Many will have 
witnessed similar. With John what you saw was what you got. He was transparent and in that sense was grace among us. 
Vivat in aeternum.

NOEL FITZSIMONS 10/12/1930 – 16/10/2017                     

Noel says of his family in “Lives of Service”, “The family of which I was a member was God’s greatest gift to me in the natural 
order. Apart from our beloved parents we were 9 children and everyone was loved and accepted.” Early years were spent as part 
of the East Victoria Park Parish; then later in the country, where Noel also had his first appointments as a Priest. He chose to 
stay in the Bunbury Diocese when it was formed in the 1950’s. Noel’s words on being a priest: “There are many directions my 

life could have taken, but (as he saw it) God wanted me to be a priest and His grace alone has preserved me in my vocation! The 
Priesthood is such a privilege – a life of intimate cooperation with God, that even a fairly ordinary priest such as myself could effect a lot 
of good in people.” 
He had a great understanding and feel for history, especially that of the lives and contribution of priests and people. He was V.G. for a 
while and a long term member of the Marriage Tribunal. He knew canon law but was at heart always pastoral. Like many of us he was 
so pleased that at long last in Pope Francis we have a pope who is a pastor first and then a theologian, who realises that none of us is 
perfect and we don’t always live the perfection of the law. The image of God Noel lived was that of a loving God who was inclusive of all 
people, someone who invited all comers to his table; on the footy field and golf course, or in the confessional, in the rural communities 
of Ongerup and Jerramungup, or the big smoke of Mandurah or Albany and every town in between!
He challenged each of the four bishops we have had and those in charge of things, because the good that could have been happening 
was not. His heart was set on promoting good things for the people of our Diocese, and for our priests. He valued, supported and 
encouraged us. Even in retirement he remained a part of the Council of Priests and a vital part of Deaneries. He was also a grounded 
“Faith Leader” to many of our outstanding lay people.
We miss you Noel! One day in the mystery of our living on in God we will meet up again!    

KEVIN FLANAGAN 26/08/1928 – 21/12/2017

See article on pages 31-33 in this edition of The Swag.

JOHN MAGILL SSS 25/02/1931 – 13/10/2017

John was a New Zealander who made a significant contribution to the Catholic Church on both sides of the 
Tasman. After training for the diocesan priesthood in New Zealand, he joined the Blessed Sacrament Congregation’s 
Australian province. He was ordained at Te Aroha, New Zealand on 13 May 1958.
As a young priest, John directed the Catholic Youth Adoration society in Melbourne during the early 1960s. He held 
demanding appointments as community leader at St Francis’ Church, Melbourne and at St Peter Julian’s Church, 
Sydney in the 1960s and 1970s. He also served his Congregation as a provincial consultor (1981-84); retreat master 
(1965-68); director of vocations (1960s); house treasurer and consultor in Sydney (1970s); and as a parish priest in 
Perth, WA (1983-86).

In the late 1990s, John moved to the Diocese of Hamilton, New Zealand, where he ministered as parish priest at Waihi, Opotiki and 
Mount Maunganui. He also helped prepare local candidates for the priesthood. At the age of eighty-six, on 13 October 2017, Fr John 
Magill SSS died peacefully in the care of the Sisters of St Joseph at Mission Bay, Auckland after sixty-one years of religious profession 
and fifty-nine years of priesthood.
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JOHN MORTON SSS 02/01/1925 – 27/08/2017

John was born in Albury, NSW, where he was educated at St Brigid’s Primary School and Christian Brothers’ 
College. After training as an engineer, he joined the RAAF, eventually attaining the rank of Leading Aircraftman. 
He entered the Blessed Sacrament Congregation’s novitiate at Bowral, NSW in 1953, before proceeding to the 
Congregation’s seminary at Lower Plenty in Melbourne. Following his ordination at St Patrick’s Church, Albury on 
16 July 1960, he was posted to the Church of the Blessed Sacrament at Haymarket, Sydney (now St Peter Julian’s 
Church). Later, at St Francis’ Church, Melbourne (1962-72), he served several terms as community leader.
In other major appointments within the Blessed Sacrament Congregation, John was a provincial consultor (1972-

75); parish priest at Kensington in Perth, WA (1979-83); and provincial treasurer from 1984 to 2002. In 1994, he was appointed to the 
Congregation’s international finance commission in Rome.
John’s toughness, determination, and deep reserves of faith assisted him to cheerfully endure a great deal of ill health in his final years. 
On 27 August 2017, he died at Concord Hospital, Sydney, aged ninety-two, after fifty-seven years of priesthood and sixty-two years of 
religious profession.

BRIAN MURRAY 27/07/1929 – 31/10/1954

Brian was ordained as a member of the Society of the Catholic Apostolate (Pallottines) in 1954. In 1978 he sought permission 
to minister in the Archdiocese of Melbourne and in 1981 was Incardinated into the Archdiocese of Melbourne. 
Brian served as Assistant Priest in West Preston (1978), Preston (1981), Bacchus Marsh (1991), retiring in 2000. 

In more recent years, he has enjoyed the care and hospitality of the Sisters, staff and other clergy at Justin Villa, Balwyn. 
He will be missed for his recitation of prose, good humour and priestly witness. 
May he rest in peace and rise in glory.

BRIAN MATTHEW ROONEY  19/9/1930 – 19/12/2017 

Brian was the third of six children of Charles and Margaret Rooney. After his schooling in Sydney he worked for ten years with 
the NSW Public Service. In that time he was active in the Genesians, an amateur theatrical group. He entered St Columba’s, 
Springwood in 1956 and was ordained at St Mary’s Cathedral on 20 July 1963.
Amid his early appointments Brian spent two years on loan to Geraldton, where he served at Tom Price. Throughout his life he 

had strong connections with the West: his elder brother practised medicine in Perth, and his younger brother Robert, later Abbot 
Bernard, is a monk of New Norcia.
The new parochial district of St Clair in western Sydney was Brian’s first appointment as Parish priest (1981-1994). He later served as 
Pastor in Westmead (1998-2003) and in North Parramatta (2003-2008). In his retirement he continued to do relief ministry.
Brian was of gentle and kindly character, with a whimsical manner and a dry sense of humour that often expressed itself in sharp and 
amusing epigrams. He was much loved by family, friends and parishioners, who attended his funeral in great numbers. He served the 
Church well and faithfully.
Brian died peacefully at home in his sleep. 
May he rest in peace.

LAURIE SULLIVAN SSS  04/12/1925 – 30/12/2017

Laurie Sullivan died peacefully at St Vincent’s Private Hospital, Fitzroy on 30 December 2017, aged 92.
Born in 1925, Laurie was the youngest of six children in a farming family at Merrigum, near the central Victorian 
town of Tatura. 
As a boy, his vocation to the priesthood was inspired by the Augustinian Fathers who ministered in the large country 
parish of Kyabram, travelling from church to church on a Sunday after fasting from midnight the night before. He 
was also influenced by the Redemptorist Fathers, who moved from parish to parish, preaching missions to renew the 
religious faith of local communities.

After completing his secondary education at St Stanislaus College, Bathurst, NSW in 1948, he entered the novitiate of the Blessed 
Sacrament Congregation at Bowral, NSW, where he made his first profession of religious vows on 19 March 1951. 
His studies for the priesthood were undertaken in Melbourne at St Francis’ Church and later at the Congregation’s seminary in Lower 
Plenty (Templestowe). On 18 January 1956 he was ordained to the priesthood at St Patrick’s Cathedral, Melbourne. 

RETURNED TO GOD
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RETURNED TO GOD

Within months of ordination, Laurie accepted a posting to Sri Lanka (Ceylon) where the Australian province had opened a missionary 
foundation. Over the next several decades, he served three terms as community leader in Colombo and two terms as director of students 
at Kandy. 
Back in Australia from mid 1994, he ministered in Perth, WA before finally returning to St Francis’ Church, Melbourne in 1999. He 
remained at St Francis’ until mid 2017, when declining health prompted his transfer to residential aged care at Mercy Place, Parkville.
Laurie Sullivan is gratefully remembered for his long years of service and pioneering leadership in Sri Lanka. A gentle and much-loved 
pastor, he was widely known for his spiritual guidance and counsel to those in need. To local members of the secular institute Servitium 
Christi and the Eucharistic Associates at St Francis’ Church, he was a devoted spiritual advisor and chaplain. 
May he rest in peace.

BRYAN TIERNAN SAC  10/04/1928 – 24/12/2017

The Pallottine Community was saddened by the death of Fr Bryan Tiernan in his 90th year. 
Bryan was born on 10/4/1928 in Randwick, NSW and was ordained a priest on the 23/1/1955. He went as a missionary to 
India the following year and was a founding father of the now flourishing Pallottine communities there. 

Returning to Australia, he was active in the planning and financing of Pallotti College at Millgrove, Victoria. In WA, he served 
Aboriginal people for nearly 30 years and helped to establish the Perth Aboriginal Catholic Ministry and the Aboriginal Mobile 
Ministry. 
In retirement, Bryan was a chaplain at St John of God Hospital, Subiaco for 10 years. Kind and considerate, gentle and unassuming, he 
endured his last months of debilitating illness with great patience, courage and serenity. A man of great faith and piety, he was released 
from his sufferings early on Christmas Eve at Margaret Hubery Nursing Home in Rossmoyne, WA. 
Rest in peace.
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Returned to the Father but no obit received. We hold them in prayer.

 Peter Galvin OP (Dominican Fathers) ......................05/01/2018

 John J Gerry (Brisbane) ..............................................................13/12/2017

 Harry Hughes (Maitland-Newcastle) ..........................06/12/2017

 Grove Johnson (Rockhampton) ........................................08/01/2018

 Kevin Muldoon (Sydney) ..........................................................02/01/2018

 Peter Neville (Sydney) ...................................................................28/01/2018

 Timothy O’Toole CP (Passionist Fathers) ............22/12/2017

 Luciano Rocchi OFMCap  
 (Capuchin Franciscan Friars) ...............................................03/01/2018

 John Shallvey MSC  
 (Missionaries of the Sacred Heart) .................................29/10/2017

 Anthony Smith SJ (Jesuit Fathers) .................................18/02/2018

 Paul Tarpey (Canberra & Goulburn) ..........................05/12/2017

 John Baptiste Tran (Canberra & Goulburn) ......29/12/2017

 Glen Walsh (Maitland-Newcastle) ..................................06/11/2017

Please email obits to Sally at: national.office@ncp.catholic.org.au 
Specifications: Text as a Word Document (max. 350 words)

Digital photos not less than 300 KB sent as a separate .jpg file (not to be included in the Word Document).

Eternal rest grant unto them, O Lord and let perpetual  
light shine upon them forever.

May the souls of the faithful departed, through the mercy  
of God, rest in peace. Amen
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In the 125 years WN Bull Funerals has been serving the people of Sydney there has been significant 
growth and change in the community. We are proud to have been able to readily adapt to these changes 
and remain compassionate, sensitive and responsive to the needs and wishes of our client families.

WN Bull is especially proud of its heritage of providing real  
comfort and care when caring for the deceased and their  
families. 

When the care you seek is unconditional – talk to us. 

Celebrating

William Nugent Bull
Founder WN Bull Funerals 1892

Sydney 9519 5344  |  Parramatta 9687 1072  |  Central Coast 4323 1892  |  North Sydney 9954 5255
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