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INTRODUCTION


This year I am thirty years a priest and forty years a Jesuit. I have spent much of my time as a Catholic priest in the public square in Australia agitating for human rights both in society, and in the Catholic Church. For Human Rights Day in 1985, the year I was ordained a priest, Seamus Heaney wrote his poem From the Republic of Conscience for Amnesty International. Constantly getting on and off planes, speaking and meeting people all over the country, I have long been inspired by the closing stanzas of that poem:




I came back from that frugal republic


with my two arms the one length, the customs woman


having insisted my allowance was myself.


The old man rose and gazed into my face


and said that was official recognition


that I was now a dual citizen.


He therefore desired me when I got home


to consider myself a representative


and to speak on their behalf in my own tongue.


Their embassies, he said, were everywhere


but operated independently


and no ambassador would ever be relieved.





As priest and lawyer, I have always regarded myself as an ambassador for conscience. Often it means speaking or standing alone. I believe every authentic human being needs to form and inform their conscience, and to that conscience be true. It is parody to suggest to the religious person that this is simply a recipe for doing one’s own thing, or to suggest to the citizen that it is the road to lawlessness, or to intimate to either that it is the path to arrogant egoism.


I am one of those many Catholics who has found a new spring in my step and a new confidence in our religious tradition and sacramental celebrations since the election of Pope Francis. He wrote in his first apostolic exhortation: ‘The great danger in today’s world, pervaded as it is by consumerism, is the desolation and anguish born of a complacent yet covetous heart, the feverish pursuit of frivolous pleasures, and a blunted conscience.’ The great reformers and contributors I know inside and outside the Church, and inside and outside the corridors of political power, are those untouched by materialism, those with open passionate hearts, and those with finely honed consciences blunted neither by self-interest nor by unquestioning acceptance of authority.


Marking the sixtieth anniversary of the UN Declaration of Human Rights in 2008, Seamus Heaney wrote:




Since it was framed, the Declaration has succeeded in creating an international moral consensus. It is always there as a means of highlighting abuse if not always as a remedy: it exists instead in the moral imagination as an equivalent of the gold standard in the monetary system. The articulation of its tenets has made them into world currency of a negotiable sort. Even if its Articles are ignored or flouted—in many cases by governments who have signed up to them—it provides a worldwide amplification system for the ‘still, small voice’.





In the Old Testament, the prophet Elijah finds that the Lord is not in the wind, fire or earthquake, but in the still, small voice. In the world of human rights violations, justice is often not found in the law, the politics, or the media frenzy, but in the still, small voice of conscience. I am grateful to Boston College for giving me the time to write as Gasson Professor and to Hilary Regan at ATF Press for giving me the opportunity to bring together between one set of covers some of my reworked written and spoken attempts to be attentive to that voice in myself and others, and to provide the occasional slight amplification. I hope you the reader enjoy your dual citizenship as much as I do.









PART ONE
Amplifying That Still, Small, Voice
… in the Church









1


Celebrating a New Pope


Jorge Mario Bergoglio, the Jesuit cardinal archbishop of Beunos Aires was elected pope on evening of 13 March 2013. There was great excitement and curiosity about this first Jesuit pope, this first pope from South America. The media was fascinated by him. Parishioners were delighted. In Canberra, I help out on weekends in the Parish of the Transfiguration at Curtin. The long time parish priest, Tony Frey, is the ‘go to’ priest for so many people in Canberra in situations of pastoral need. When celebrating his fortieth anniversary as a priest, he invited me to speak at the annual parish dinner in September 2013 offering a parish reflection on Pope Francis.


At mass at Curtin on the Fifth Sunday of Lent in 2013, just after the election of our new pope, I recall greeting parishioners with these words: ‘Good evening. My name is Frank and I am a Jesuit. I’ve had a good week. I hope you have too.’ I have been overwhelmed by the positive response by all sorts of people to the election of the first Jesuit pope. I have happily received the congratulations without quite knowing what to do with them, nor what I did to deserve them! Francis has opened up a vast new panorama and not just for Catholics. He is theologically orthodox, politically conservative, comfortable in his own skin, infectiously pastoral, and truly committed to the poor. Of late, most thinking Catholics engaged in the world have wondered how you could possibly be theologically orthodox and infectiously pastoral at the one time, how you could be politically conservative and still have a commitment to the poor, how you could be comfortable in your own skin—at ease in Church and in the public square, equally comfortable and uncomfortable in conversation with fawning devotees and hostile critics. Think only of Francis’s remark during the press conference on the plane on the way back from World Youth Day: ‘If a person is gay and seeks the Lord and has good will, who am I to judge him?’ Gone are the days of rainbow sashes outside cathedrals and threats of communion bans.


As Francis says in the lengthy interview he did for the Jesuit journal La Civilta Cattolica: ‘We need to proclaim the Gospel on every street corner, preaching the good news of the kingdom and healing, even with our preaching, every kind of disease and wound. In Buenos Aires I used to receive letters from homosexual persons who are “socially wounded” because they tell me that they feel like the church has always condemned them.’1 In that interview reproduced in full in the Jesuit magazine America, he recalls:




A person once asked me, in a provocative manner, if I approved of homosexuality. I replied with another question: ‘Tell me: when God looks at a gay person, does he endorse the existence of this person with love, or reject and condemn this person?’ We must always consider the person. Here we enter into the mystery of the human being. In life, God accompanies persons, and we must accompany them, starting from their situation. It is necessary to accompany them with mercy. When that happens, the Holy Spirit inspires the priest to say the right thing.2





Here is a pope who is not just about creating wiggle room or watering down the teachings of the Church. No, he wants to admit honestly to the world that we hold in tension definitive teachings and pastoral yearnings—held together coherently only by mercy and forgiveness. He explains:




We cannot insist only on issues related to abortion, gay marriage and the use of contraceptive methods. This is not possible. I have not spoken much about these things, and I was reprimanded for that. But when we speak about these issues, we have to talk about them in a context. The teaching of the church, for that matter, is clear and I am a son of the church, but it is not necessary to talk about these issues all the time. The dogmatic and moral teachings of the church are not all equivalent. The church’s pastoral ministry cannot be obsessed with the transmission of a disjointed multitude of doctrines to be imposed insistently. Proclamation in a missionary style focuses on the essentials, on the necessary things: this is also what fascinates and attracts more, what makes the heart burn, as it did for the disciples at Emmaus. We have to find a new balance; otherwise even the moral edifice of the church is likely to fall like a house of cards, losing the freshness and fragrance of the Gospel. The proposal of the Gospel must be more simple, profound, radiant. It is from this proposition that the moral consequences then flow.3





If we are honest with ourselves, many of us have wondered how we can maintain our Christian faith and our commitment to the Catholic Church in the wake of the sexual abuse crisis and the many judgmental utterances about sexuality and reproduction—the Church that has spoken longest and loudest about sex in all its modalities seems to be one of the social institutions most needing to get its own house in order in relation to trust, fidelity, love, respect and human dignity. Revelations out of Melbourne and Newcastle and the national royal commission hearings leave us with heavy hearts especially about some of our local church leadership before 1996. But we do have a spring in our step that this new Pope, together with rigorous, independent legal processes (even in the face of much media pre-judgment) and local church commitments to transparency and solicitous care of victims, including the establishment of the ‘Truth Justice and Healing Council’, provide us with the structures and leadership necessary for ‘cooperation, openness, full disclosure and justice for victims and survivors’. The chief Christian paradox is that we are lowly sinners who dare to profess the highest ideals, and that sometimes we cannot do it on our own—we need the help of our critics and the state. Our greatest possibilities are born of the promise of forgiveness and redemption, the hope of new life emerging from suffering and even death. Out of our past failings and our present shame can come future promise and hope.


Something crystallised for me at an appearance in March this year at the Opera House with the British philosopher AC Grayling, author of The God Argument, and Sean Faircloth, a US director of one of the Dawkins Institutes passionately committed to atheism. We were there to discuss their certainty about the absurdity of religious faith. Mr Faircloth raised what has already become a hoary old chestnut, the failure of Pope Francis when provincial of the Jesuits in Argentina during the Dirty Wars to adequately defend his fellow Jesuits who were detained and tortured by unscrupulous soldiers. Being a Jesuit, I thought I was peculiarly well situated to respond. I confess to having got a little carried away. I exclaimed: Yes, how much better it would have been if there had been just one secular, humanist, atheist philosopher who had stood up in the city square in Buenos Aires and shouted, ‘Stop it!’ The military junta would have collectively come to their senses, stopped it, and Argentinians would have lived happily ever after. The luxury for such philosophers is that they never have to get their hands dirty and they think that religious people who do are hypocrites unless of course they take the course of martyrdom. It is only as church that I think we can hold together ideals and reality, commitment and forgiveness.


Before we canonise Francis too quickly, let us concede that he was a divisive figure in his home province of Argentina when he was made Jesuit Provincial at the age of only thirty-six. The London Tablet has carried extracts from Paul Vallely’s book Pope Francis: Untying the Knots which includes the explosive email sent by one of the serving Jesuit provincials in another Latin American country when Bergoglio’s election was announced in St Peter’s Square. This Jesuit provincial wrote:




Yes I know Bergoglio. He’s a person who’s caused a lot of problems in the Society and is highly controversial in his own country. In addition to being accused of having allowed the arrest of two Jesuits during the time of the Argentinian dictatorship, as provincial he generated divided loyalties: some groups almost worshipped him, while others would have nothing to do with him, and he would hardly speak to them. It was an absurd situation. He is well-trained and very capable, but is surrounded by this personality cult which is extremely divisive. He has an aura of spirituality which he uses to obtain power. It will be a catastrophe for the Church to have someone like him in the Apostolic See. He left the Society of Jesus in Argentina destroyed with Jesuits divided and institutions destroyed and financially broken. We have spent two decades trying to fix the chaos that the man left us.4





Like all of us, Francis has feet of clay; he is a sinner; there are things in his past that he regrets. As Francis himself now admits:




My style of government as a Jesuit at the beginning had many faults. That was a difficult time for the Society: an entire generation of Jesuits had disappeared. Because of this I found myself provincial when I was still very young. I was only 36 years old. That was crazy. I had to deal with difficult situations, and I made my decisions abruptly and by myself.5





He is a man who has learnt much by his mistakes; he is a sinner who has grown and thrived through his experience of the Lord’s mercy. As he says:




My authoritarian and quick manner of making decisions led me to have serious problems and to be accused of being ultraconservative. I lived a time of great interior crisis when I was in Cordoba. To be sure, I have never been like Blessed Imelda [a goody-goody], but I have never been a right-winger. It was my authoritarian way of making decisions that created problems. I say these things from life experience and because I want to make clear what the dangers are. Over time I learned many things. The Lord has allowed this growth in knowledge of government through my faults and my sins.6





What a Jesuit; what a pope; what a man!


There are many things that his erstwhile critics regret. Having fallen out with many Jesuits in his home province, he enjoyed the favour of Pope John Paul II. There were tensions between him and Fr Pedro Arrupe, the Superior General of the Jesuits at the time of the Jesuit General Congregations which defined the Jesuit mission in terms of faith AND justice. The greatness of Francis has been in his capacity to transcend these differences and to be gracious even to those opposed to his viewpoints after many years of silence and isolation. It was very heartening for Jesuits of all stripes to learn of Francis’s Mass at the Gesu Church in Rome on the Feast of St Ignatius on 31 July 2013. He visited the tomb of Pedro Arrupe. Just as he had mentioned Matteo Ricci and Karl Rahner in his earlier visit to the offices of La Civilta Cattolica, he mentioned Francis Xavier and Pedro Arrupe in his homily at the Gesu—each time linking an historic and contemporary figure, and each time the contemporary figure being one who had difficult relations with the Vatican from time to time. It is a long time since any pope mentioned Karl Rahner or Pedro Arrupe in a positive light. In his homily for the feast of St Ignatius, Francis said:




I have always liked to dwell on the twilight of a Jesuit, when a Jesuit is nearing the end of life, on when he is setting. And two images of this Jesuit twilight always spring to mind: a classical image, that of St Francis Xavier looking at China. Art has so often depicted this passing, Xavier’s end. So has literature, in that beautiful piece by Pemán. At the end, without anything but before the Lord; thinking of this does me good. The other sunset, the other image that comes to mind as an example is that of Fr Arrupe in his last conversation in the refugee camp, when he said to us—something he used to say—‘I say this as if it were my swan song: pray’. Prayer, union with Jesus. Having said these words he took the plane to Rome and upon arrival suffered a stroke that led to the sunset—so long and so exemplary—of his life. Two sunsets, two images, both of which it will do us all good to look at and to return to. And we should ask for the grace that our own passing will resemble theirs.7





As Catholics we can bring God’s blessings to all in our world, even those who have no time for our Church and not much interest in our Lord. Remember how Pope Francis ended his address to the journalists in Rome giving a blessing with a difference. He said:




I told you I was cordially imparting my blessing. Since many of you are not members of the Catholic Church, and others are not believers, I cordially give this blessing silently, to each of you, respecting the conscience of each, but in the knowledge that each of you is a child of God. May God bless you!8





Now that is what I call a real blessing for journalists—and not a word of Vaticanese. Respect for the conscience of every person, regardless of their religious beliefs; silence in the face of difference; affirmation of the dignity and blessedness of every person; offering, not coercing; suggesting, not dictating; leaving room for gracious acceptance. These are all good pointers for us Catholics helping to form the Church of the twenty-first century holding the treasure of tradition, authority and ritual in trust for all the people of God, including your children and grandchildren, as we discern how best to make a home for God in our lives and in our world, assured that the Spirit of God has made her home with us.


In an address to the Brazilian bishops, Pope Francis warned that we must not yield to the fear once expressed by Blessed John Henry Newman that ‘the Christian world is gradually becoming barren and effete, as land which has been worked out and is become sand’. Francis said, ‘We must not yield to disillusionment, discouragement and complaint. We have laboured greatly and, at times, we see what appear to be failures. We feel like those who must tally up a losing season as we consider those who have left us or no longer consider us credible or relevant.’


Francis drew upon one of his favourite gospel scenes, Luke’s account of the disillusioned disciples on the Road to Emmaus failing to recognise the one who broke open the scriptures to them, then recognising him belatedly in the breaking of the bread:




Here we have to face the difficult mystery of those people who leave the Church, who, under the illusion of alternative ideas, now think that the Church—their Jerusalem—can no longer offer them anything meaningful and important. So they set off on the road alone, with their disappointment. Perhaps the Church appeared too weak, perhaps too distant from their needs, perhaps too poor to respond to their concerns, perhaps too cold, perhaps too caught up with itself, perhaps a prisoner of its own rigid formulas, perhaps the world seems to have made the Church a relic of the past, unfit for new questions; perhaps the Church could speak to people in their infancy but not to those come of age.9





Asking what then are we to do, Francis answers:




We need a Church unafraid of going forth into their night. We need a Church capable of meeting them on their way. We need a Church capable of entering into their conversation. We need a Church able to dialogue with those disciples who, having left Jerusalem behind, are wandering aimlessly, alone, with their own disappointment, disillusioned by a Christianity now considered barren, fruitless soil, incapable of generating meaning.





Francis has shown us that our faith is about much more than Church and internal Catholic matters. Think just of his visits to Lampedusa and then to the Jesuit Refugee Service in Rome. He has put a very strong challenge to the West about our treatment of asylum seekers—a challenge that hopefully will be heard even in Australia by the very Catholic Abbott ministry as they consider turning back the boats.


Lampedusa continues to be a beacon for asylum seekers fleeing desperate situations in Africa seeking admission into the EU. Lampedusa is a lightning rod for European concerns about the security of borders in an increasingly globalized world where people as well as capital flow across porous borders. That’s why Pope Francis went there on his first official papal visit outside Rome. At Lampedusa on 8 July 2013, Pope Francis said:




God is asking each of us: ‘Where is the blood of your brother which cries out to me?’ Today no one in our world feels responsible; we have lost a sense of responsibility for our brothers and sisters. We have fallen into the hypocrisy of the priest and the levite whom Jesus described in the parable of the Good Samaritan: we see our brother half dead on the side of the road, and perhaps we say to ourselves: ‘poor soul…!’, and then go on our way. It’s not our responsibility, and with that we feel reassured, assuaged.10





Then on his visit to the Jesuit Church in Rome he said:




After Lampedusa and other places of arrival, our city, Rome, is the second stage for many people. Often—as we heard—it’s a difficult, exhausting journey; what you face can even be violent—I’m thinking above all of the women, of mothers, who endure this to ensure a future for their children and the hope of a different life for themselves and their family. Rome should be the city that allows refugees to rediscover their humanity, to start smiling again. Instead, too often, here, as in other places, so many people who carry residence permits with the words ‘international protection’ on them are constrained to live in difficult, sometimes degrading, situations, without the possibility of building a life in dignity, of thinking of a new future!11





Some of this sounds like politics! In a homily at a mass in 2013, Francis made it clear that the gospel and politics do mix. Reflecting on the centurion who asked healing for his servant, Francis said that those who govern ‘have to love their people,’ because ‘a leader who doesn’t love, cannot govern—at best they can discipline, they can give a little bit of order, but they can’t govern.’ He mentioned ‘the two virtues of a leader’: love for the people and humility. ‘You can’t govern without loving the people and without humility! And every man, every woman who has to take up the service of government, must ask themselves two questions: “Do I love my people in order to serve them better? Am I humble and do I listen to everybody, to diverse opinions in order to choose the best path.” If you don’t ask those questions, your governance will not be good. The man or woman who governs—who loves his people—is a humble man or woman.’ Francis insisted that none of us can be indifferent to politics: ‘None of us can say, “I have nothing to do with this, they govern …” No, no, I am responsible for their governance, and I have to do the best so that they govern well, and I have to do my best by participating in politics according to my ability. Politics, according to the Social Doctrine of the Church, is one of the highest forms of charity, because it serves the common good. I cannot wash my hands, eh? We all have to give something!’12


He then became a little playful in his homily: ‘“A good Catholic doesn’t meddle in politics.” That’s not true. That is not a good path. A good Catholic meddles in politics, offering the best of himself, so that those who govern can govern. But what is the best that we can offer to those who govern?’ He concluded: ‘So, we give the best of ourselves, our ideas, suggestions, the best, but above all the best is prayer. Let us pray for our leaders, that they might govern well, that they might advance our homeland, might lead our nation and even our world forward, for the sake of peace and of the common good.’


Our Catholic voice must be heard in season and out of season when it comes to laws and policies impacting on the poor, the vulnerable, and the marginalised—the widow, the orphan and the stranger. We must not be afraid to mix it in the world. It’s not as if our Catholic tradition gives us fixed answers to all problems but it equips us with principles and a culture well suited to seeking the good, the true and the beautiful in any situation. We are called in the Ignatian tradition to find God in all things, and to discern God’s presence in the life of every person. In his La Civilta Cattolica interview, Francis said:




If the Christian is a restorationist, a legalist, if he wants everything clear and safe, then he will find nothing. Tradition and memory of the past must help us to have the courage to open up new areas to God. Those who today always look for disciplinarian solutions, those who long for an exaggerated doctrinal ‘security,’ those who stubbornly try to recover a past that no longer exists—they have a static and inward-directed view of things. In this way, faith becomes an ideology among other ideologies. I have a dogmatic certainty: God is in every person’s life. God is in everyone’s life. Even if the life of a person has been a disaster, even if vices, drugs or anything else destroys it—God is in this person’s life. You can, you must try to seek God in every human life. Although the life of a person is a land full of thorns and weeds, there is always a space in which the good seed can grow. You have to trust God.13





And to cap it all off: on 17 September 2013, Francis was ‘in attendance’ in a simple white cassock, not presiding and not concelebrating, at the episcopal ordination Mass of the new papal almoner (the official distributor of alms), Archbishop Konrad Krajewski. Francis briefly put a stole around his neck and laid hands on the newly consecrated bishop. You could almost hear the episcopal gasps and see the shock of the liturgists and canon lawyers from here on the other side of the globe! Fasten your seat belts. We are in for an exciting ride with this pope. He is happy to make mistakes. He is happy to go with the flow. But above all, he is so happy in his own skin and in his religious tradition and he exudes the confidence that comes only from knowing that he is loved and forgiven, and not from thinking that he is always right and has all the answers.


-o0o-


POSTSCRIPT: Shortly after his election, Pope Francis announced the convening of an extraordinary synod of bishops to discuss the pastoral challenges to the family in the context of evangelisation. The bishops’ conferences were asked to consult with the people of the Church and complete a detailed questionnaire providing background information for the synod. When the synod convened for two weeks in October 2014, some lay people including married couples accompanied the selected bishops to provide input and reflection. But the bishops were the only synod members with the right to vote. An interim document was published towards the end of the first week of the synod, indicating the issues for discussion and further reflection. At the end of the two week session, the bishops voted on a final document (the relatio synodi) which has now been sent to the bishops’ conference for reflection and discussion before the next synod in October 2015.


The genie may be out of the bottle but it is still in the ecclesiastical kitchen. The Vatican has now released the official English translation of the ‘relatio synodi’, the concluding document from the Synod of Bishops convened by Pope Francis to consider ‘pastoral challenges to the family in the context of evangelisation’.14 The earlier ‘relatio post disceptationem’ was the punchy and slightly provocative discussion paper put together by Pope Francis’s small hand-picked group charged with putting the issues for discussion on the table.15 That document indicated a novel acceptance of some ‘constructive elements’ of couples living together without marriage, of the need to welcome homosexuals into the life of the Church, and of the possibility of admitting divorced and remarried people to the Eucharist. The Synod fathers agreed that they wanted to ‘offer a meaningful word of hope’ to the Church. To do this, they needed to acknowledge that the genie is out of the bottle and that there is a need for a comprehensive rethink by the Catholic Church on its teaching about marriage, sexuality, and reception of the Eucharist.


The relatio synodi is much more than a discussion paper. It is a lengthy committee job cobbling together the many different strands of discussion over the two weeks of the synod. Each of the sixty-two paragraphs was separately voted on by the 180 bishops in attendance who voted. It does not put the genie back in the bottle, but it does revert to much of the old style Vaticanese, trying to confine the genie to the episcopal kitchen. What’s refreshing is that unlike synod documents published during the last two papacies, this one actually reflects the divisions and differing perspectives. We are even given the voting figures on each paragraph.


Also published is the official translation of Pope Francis’s closing remarks at the Synod in which he speaks of ‘moments of desolation, of tensions and temptations’. He lists the ‘temptation to hostile inflexibility’ which is ‘the temptation of the zealous, of the scrupulous, of the solicitous and of the so-called traditionalists and also of the intellectuals’. Then crossing to the other side of the street, he speaks of the temptation to practise ‘a deceptive mercy (which) binds the wounds without first curing them and treating them; that treats the symptoms and not the causes and the roots.’ This is the temptation of the ‘do-gooders’, of the fearful, and also of the so-called ‘progressives’ and ‘liberals’. All types were inside the Vatican tent last week and acknowledged as such. But this is still a synod only of bishops—celibate males talking about family life. Even though they have been attentive to some married people invited into their midst, they alone get to vote; they alone shape the final document.


This is all a work in progress. All sides of the hierarchy have put their views, and their views are reflected or at least hinted at in this latest document. The Synod fathers are to reconvene in Rome in a year’s time. Their relatio synodi is ‘intended to raise questions and indicate points of view which will later be developed and clarified through reflection in the local Churches in the intervening year’. Those reflections must not be restricted just to bishops or clergy.


The drafters have done a reasonable job given that all paragraphs attracted majority support, with only three paragraphs attracting less than 2/3 support. Those three paragraphs indicate the real neuralgic points of discussion. They were: the paragraph about the community’s care for the divorced and remarried being an expression of the community’s charity and not a weakening of its faith and testimony to the indissolubility of marriage; the paragraph requesting further theological reflection on the options of ‘spiritual communion’ or full sacramental communion for the divorced and remarried; and a very clunky paragraph packed with old Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith terminology on ‘pastoral attention towards persons with homosexual tendencies’, abandoning any talk of welcome for committed gays who give mutual aid and precious support to each other.


The relatio synodi follows the basic outline of the original relatio post disceptationem with three parts on listening, looking, and facing the situation. Listening to the context and challenges of the family in the first part, the synod fathers (with no sense of irony or embarrassment) when reviewing the socio-cultural context, highlight the positive aspect of ‘a greater freedom of expression and a better recognition of the rights of women and children, at least in some part of the world’. Dare one add: ‘at least in some institutions and in some churches’? They speak also of the importance of affectivity in life and relationships.


Looking at Christ and the Gospel of the Family, they move in the second part from Jesus in the history of salvation to the family as part of God’s salvific plan. These deft scriptural surveys are followed by a treatment of the family in Church documents including the 1968 encyclical on birth control Humanae Vitae which is unquestioningly espoused twice in the course of this document. The bulk of this second part is devoted to the indissolubility of marriage, the truth and beauty of the family, and mercy towards broken families.


The third part is where the rubber hits the road. The fathers set out pastoral perspectives on ‘facing the situation’. They display considerable pastoral sensitivity and deep learning on caring for couples preparing for marriage, couples in the initial years of marriage, couples civilly married or living together, and broken families. But there is no consensus on what to do about the eucharist for the divorced and remarried. And for the moment the welcome mat for gays has been put back in the closet. Then comes what undoubtedly some Synod fathers will think to be a prophetic, counter-cultural discussion on ‘the transmission of life and the challenges of a declining birthrate’. Living in a world of 7.2 billion people, and constantly meeting young couples who will try anything including IVF to have a child, I would have liked to have seen some treatment of these sorts of issues under this curious heading. Given the soundings that the synod fathers took with their questionnaire before the synod, I am staggered that they have said that ‘we should return to the message of the Encyclical Humanae Vitae of Blessed Pope Paul VI, which highlights the need to respect the dignity of the person in morally assessing methods in regulating births’.


We never saw the results of many of the questionnaires before the synod. But I have no reason to think those from countries like Australia and the USA would be all that much different from the German response:




In most cases where the Church’s teaching is known, it is only selectively accepted. The idea of the sacramental marriage covenant, which encompasses faithfulness and exclusivity on the part of the spouses and the transmission of life, is normally accepted by people who marry in Church. Most of the baptised enter into marriage in the expectation and hope of concluding a bond for life. The Church’s statements on premarital sexual relations, on homosexuality, on those divorced and remarried, and on birth control, by contrast, are virtually never accepted, or are expressly rejected in the vast majority of cases.16





We all have our work cut out for us in the next year if this synod is be truly reflective of the life experience and faith-filled hope of those who commit themselves to making a go of bringing Christ to the world through their work, their commitments to each other, and their children. For the moment, I would not see much pastoral point in sharing this document with the many young people I know who are living together, or with those who are gay or lesbian seeking a homecoming in the Church, or with those who have endured the pain of divorce and the moral angst of remarriage. I think I will be telling them to keep the door open, wait a while, and check back in a year to see how we are going. Francis still has a lot of work ahead of him, and so does the Holy Spirit. It would be a good start if all bishops’ conferences were to follow the lead of the Germans and publish the results of the original questionnaire. After all, if we can have the voting results on each paragraph of an interim Synod document on the family, why not some indication of what family members are saying to their lordships in good faith and with open hearts?
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Scrutinising a Non-Transparent Hierarchy


At the conclusion of the 1998 ad limina visit by the Australian Catholic bishops, the Vatican issued a statement of conclusions about the Australian Catholic Church. Some concerns were expressed about Australian ideas of tolerance and egalitarianism, suggesting these notions might not totally accord with Roman Catholic ideas about church structures and life style. Most Australians are grateful to live in a society that prides itself on equality and the rule of law. We have an expectation that our social institutions will be conducted fairly and transparently. Pope Benedict’s forced resignation of the popular, pastoral Bishop William Morris from Toowoomba in Queensland has upset many Australians concerned about the lack of transparency and due process in the Vatican curia.


William Morris was bishop of Toowoomba for eighteen years. His book Benedict, Me and the Cardinals Three1 is the story of his forced retirement at the insistence of Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI and at the instigation of three Roman curial cardinals all of whom have now left the Vatican, having passed retirement age.


In the 1960s, I lived for five years in the Toowoomba diocese while attending Downlands College, a boarding school for boys conducted by the Missionaries of the Sacred Heart. At that time, I had regularly to deny any relationship to the then bishop of Toowoomba, William Brennan, who gave very long sermons on hot and cold days much to the displeasure of the Downlands students. I used have to emerge from chapel rightly claiming to be from another branch of the family back there in the bog. Some of the key priests who appear in Bill Morris’s book also were educated at Downlands. The MSCs had a no nonsense style to them, enjoying their independence from the local bishop while being very dedicated to the pastoral care of people in the far flung country diocese and always attentive to the pastoral requests of the parish priests, a disproportionate number of whom went to Downlands. I remember one MSC arriving unexpectedly at the school mid-year to teach French. It was just after Humanae Vitae and he had expressed some reservations while ministering south of the Tweed River.


One of the ex-Downlanders to appear in the book is Bill Morris’s Vicar General Peter Dorfield who, true to form as one of the world’s most punctilious note takers, provided a detailed account to Bill about his unfortunate meeting with the papal visitator, Archbishop Charles Chaput, who came to the diocese for four days (including Anzac Day) in 2007 to report on the state of the diocese. Chaput told Dorfield that Morris




was a good, humane and prayerful bishop but innocent and naïve and open to manipulation because of (his) great desire to see good in everyone, and that people had taken advantage of (his) goodness and trust. (He) had been captured, manipulated and misled by a so-called progressive group of priests in the diocese who were in fact ‘running the diocese’; as a result of the actions of these priests, (he) had been led astray and now needed to recant, and in effect throw (himself) on the mercy of the Vatican authorities, promising a more orthodox and obedient future.2





After discussing Bishop Morris’s 2006 Advent Pastoral Letter, Chaput then raised the topic of ‘outrageous liturgies’ and then made ‘a series of denigrating comments about different priests’. When Dorfield had the temerity to defend them, Chaput ‘suggested it might be time for a new Vicar-General because of (Dorfield’s) perceived undue influence over (Morris) as a bishop and (Morris’s) personal inadequacies in theological practice’.3 This gives you some of the flavour of the book. It contains accurate recollections of a sham process instituted in Rome to get rid of Bill Morris at any cost, and regardless of any particular charges.


Speaking with Peter Dorfield in preparation for the launch of Morris’ book, I asked him what are the key lessons now for the Church of Toowoomba. He reminded me that Christ’s faithful in Toowoomba wanted nothing more than the truth. It is important to remember that William Morris was removed from office; he did not resign. He always displayed the highest pastoral integrity and paid the price for it. He was the consummate team player who planned his pastoral strategies in close consultation with his presbyterate and the various consultative organs he set up in the diocese. As the people of Toowoomba continue to live faithful lives as Catholics, they still hold Bill in high esteem; meanwhile all the people in Rome are now gone. As Peter said, it was ‘a poor decision based on poor advice’.


I first met Bill when he was Secretary to Archbishop Francis Rush, Archbishop of Brisbane and President of the Australian Catholic Bishops Conference. Rush and his fellow Queensland bishops had appointed me prior to ordination as their Adviser on Aboriginal Affairs in the wake of controversy between the Queensland Church leaders and the colourful Sir Joh Bjelke Petersen in the lead up to the 1982 Commonwealth Games. Even under Bishop Edward Kelly MSC, the Toowoomba presbyterate were quite engaged on justice issues. I remember spending a week motoring all the way out to Quilpie and back with Peter Dorfield to meet with each deanery to discuss Aboriginal rights. In Toowoomba, we had a formal meeting at the bishop’s house followed by a fine meal with silver table service. In Dalby we met at the presbytery and chatted over a meal. In Roma, we gathered on the presbytery verandah over a few beers. And out at Charleville, we had a muster by the river and a fine barbie. Pastoral style became more relaxed and theological niceties less relevant the further west you went.


I well recall attending Bill’s episcopal ordination in Toowoomba in 1993. It was a very joyous and participative liturgy. Aboriginal Catholics played a central role. Darling Downs farmers presented some of their produce at the altar. Women were spotted on the sanctuary. The formal reading of the Latin papal bull was performed at an earlier ceremony much to the consternation of a handful of conservatives. After the mass, the then papal nuncio, Archbishop Brambilla, called aside the Master of Ceremonies who was the parish priest of Cunnamulla with a fairly laidback style. His Grace detailed the thirty-five liturgical abuses that had occurred. The MC heard him out and then said, ‘Yes, we must make sure we get it right next time’. All being well, and Bill avoiding further promotion, next time should have come around in just another twenty-six years.


Shortly after the ordination, I was conducting a day of prayer and reflection for the priests of the Wagga Diocese. Their bishop William Brennan, the nephew of the William Brennan at whose feet I had sat as a schoolboy, had invited me. After lunch, the bishop and I went for a stroll. I said how much I had enjoyed Bill Morris’s episcopal ordination. He said with a smile, ‘Actually, I prefer the Roman rite’. Even back then I suspect Bill Morris was a target for the ‘temple police’.


In 2010 I was honoured to deliver the Concannon Oration, the premier annual Catholic event for intellectual reflection on the faith in the Toowoomba diocese. I knew by this time that there was trouble brewing in Rome for Bill Morris. In the 2009 Spring issue of the priests’ newsletter The Swag, Fr Jeff Scully, the parish priest of Quilpie and one time Roman classmate of Cardinal George Pell, had written with his characteristic light touch and humour:




How can a respected leader of a local church be investigated without ever finding the content of the report based on these investigations? Is this not unthinkable in this age of transparency and accountability? I kid you not, Archbishop Chaput’s visit did nothing to increase respect for the way Rome’s officials do business. After the Chaput visit, not many Toowoomba people were expecting to find in their mailboxes a wee note from Denver, Colorado, saying how much he enjoyed his visit to our part of the world, how enriching the experience had been for him, and how much he had learnt. Learning did not seem to be part of the exercise.4





In the oration, I said, ‘As far as we all know, the investigation is ongoing. Is it not time for the open conversation to commence? Is it not time for all of us learn new pastoral ways of being Church before new generations in country areas of Australia are completely denied access to the sacraments?’ The MC for the evening was Patrick Nunan, one of Toowoomba’s most respected solicitors. He had been school captain of Downlands in my first year there. At dinner, clergy and the legal profession discussed the appalling abuse of process that was occurring in Rome in relation to their bishop. We hatched a plan for putting the spotlight on the administrative abuses being orchestrated from Rome.


Speaking to Jeff Scully in preparation for the launch of Bill’s book, Jeff was very upbeat about the new direction of our Church under the leadership of Pope Francis. He said he is confident that whistleblowers and the disaffected temple police wouldn’t get the same inside run in Rome now as they did when they set out to do in the bishop of Toowoomba. Jeff said that he thinks Francis would have the good pastoral sense to refer the matter back to the Australian bishops’ conference. He thinks the bishops would need to show some resolve either siding with the whistle-blowers or with their fellow bishop. Jeff insisted that Morris always took advice of his own clergy and his pastoral team. He was a servant of the servants of God who was welcomed and was welcoming from Toowoomba to Birdsville. Under Francis we can be sure that the local church is not just to be treated as a branch office of Rome Central. Jeff recalls how exemplary Morris was in dealing with child sexual abuse. You will recall that he asked Rome to delay his forced retirement until he could deal with the abuse crisis in a Toowoomba school where he had even had the foresight to engage a retired High Court judge to mediate the issue. Rome had other priorities preferring that the diocese be without a bishop while that matter was resolved.


It’s been very difficult to work out why Bishop Morris was sacked. It has been a moving feast. At first the concern seemed to be over the third rite of reconciliation and his failure to drop everything and come to Rome when Cardinal Arinze specified. Bill pointed out that he was due in Rome four months after the specified date, so surely things could wait until then. It seems that over time Bill had mended his ways on the third rite to comply with Rome’s new strictures. So then there was his Advent pastoral letter of 2006.


We are left confused as to whether Morris was sacked chiefly for what he wrote in that letter, or for what was reported by Chaput in 2007, or for what was reported to Rome by those sometimes described as ‘the temple police’. The offending section of his pastoral letter was:




Given our deeply held belief in the primacy of Eucharist for the identity, continuity and life of each parish community, we may well need to be much more open towards other options of ensuring that Eucharist may be celebrated. Several responses have been discussed internationally, nationally and locally







• ordaining married, single or widowed men who are chosen and endorsed by their local parish community







• welcoming former priests, married or single back to active ministry







• ordaining women, married or single







• recognising Anglican, Lutheran and Uniting Church orders







While we continue to reflect carefully on these options we remain committed to actively promoting vocations to the current celibate male priesthood and open to inviting priests from overseas.5





If he was sacked for what he wrote in his Advent letter about the possible ordination of women, married priests, and recognition of other orders ‘Rome willing’, there would have been no need for Archbishop Chaput later to make his visit and his report. And let us remember that Morris had published a clarification of his pastoral letter on his website saying:




In my Advent Pastoral Letter of 2006 I outlined some of the challenges facing the diocese into the future. In that letter I made reference to various options about ordination that were and are being talked about in various places, as part of an exercise in the further investigation of truth in these matters. Unfortunately some people seem to have interpreted that reference as suggesting that I was personally initiating options that are contrary to the doctrine and discipline of the Church. As a bishop I cannot and would not do that and I indicated this in the local media at the time.6





But then again if he was sacked for matters detailed in Chaput’s report, we are left wondering why Chaput being apprised of the Advent letter and having completed his visit would have told the Diocesan Chancellor Brian Sparksman how extraordinarily surprising it would be if Morris were to be sacked. As they drove back to Brisbane after the visitation, Chaput told Sparksman, ‘I would be astonished if you were to lose your bishop’.7 The matter is a complete mess reflecting very poorly on a Church that prides itself on a Code of Canon Law that provides for the protection of the rights of all Christ’s faithful, including priests and bishops.


As Jeff Scully has said to me, ‘You wouldn’t give Bill Morris full marks for preaching but you would give him 11/10 for teamwork’. If Pope Francis were to refer future complaints back to the bishops’ conference, we could at least expect greater sensitivity to the pastoral needs and concerns which preoccupied Bishop Morris. There would still be the occasional outrider like Cardinal Pell who erroneously claimed when speaking to an American Catholic news agency that ‘the diocese was divided quite badly and the bishop hasn’t demonstrated that he’s a team player’.8 That is quite a claim coming from an archbishop whose own auxiliary Geoffrey Robinson had cause to say, ‘He’s not a team player, he never has been’.9 I think part of the problem has been that in our Church people have had in mind two separate teams. There is the Roman curia team, and there is the local church team. There are those like Cardinal Pell who have played with the Roman curia team providing exclusive avenues for reporting on the local team, and then there are those like Bishop Morris who have played with the local church team knowing little about the workings of the Roman team. One message of Francis is that it’s time to bring both teams together, and the Roman team is not always right.


In Evangelii Gaudium, Francis says:




Here I repeat for the entire Church what I have often said to the priests and laity of Buenos Aires: 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 concerned with being at the centre and which then ends by being caught up in a web of obsessions and procedures. If something should rightly disturb us and trouble our consciences, it is the fact that so many of our brothers and sisters are living without the strength, light and consolation born of friendship with Jesus Christ, without a community of faith to support them, without meaning and a goal in life. 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 6:37).10





Some of the most heartening remarks out of this entire and profoundly disheartening saga detailed by Bishop Morris have been the public affirmations of some of his fellow Queensland bishops. Ray Benjamin, the long retired bishop of Townsville, joined issue with some of the Catholic press in Australia labeling his brother bishop a heretic. Benjamin wrote:




I was distressed to read that The Record has associated Bishop Bill Morris with the ugly word ‘heresy’, especially coming from a publication which I have known and respected for many years. In what sense could he be demoted to such a level? His thoughts on women as priests, (shared with half the Bishops of the world) were always expressed in humble submission to the Church’s authority. At no stage did he ever nominate or encourage any woman towards priesthood. Surely no heresy there. Regarding Bishop Bill’s attitude to non-Catholic clergy, we must not find ourselves transported back to the bitterness and name-calling of past centuries. Our Catholic attitude to other church communities has developed in many positive ways. Our popes and senior prelates have, for years now, been regularly visiting and sharing with their non-Catholic counterparts, in prayer, preaching and seeking the truth together. Why is Pope Benedict insisting on attending the upcoming Assisi Inter-Faith Conference, against the wishes of his ‘safe’ advisers? We have a whole Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, with a cardinal at its head, urging all Catholics everywhere into ecumenical endeavours. Students for our Catholic Priesthood are studying Scripture at the feet of Protestant scholars. With the so-called ‘mainstream’ Churches we willingly share one another’s Baptisms and Marriages as sacred, binding, and life giving. In sixty-two years as a Catholic Priest and Bishop, after some early years of self righteous superiority (of which I am now a bit ashamed), I have come to accept that the vast majority of non-Catholic pastors I meet are truly men of God, committed to a lifetime of humble service, responding not only to the ‘vocation’ of their communities, but equally responding to the urging of God’s Holy Spirit. Who else will care for those waiting Christian communities? In our many ecumenical endeavours, for any Catholic to smile and offer the right hand of welcome and friendship to such good people, while keeping the left hand tightly behind our back, reminding us that they are, after all well-meaning heretics, would, I feel, be more heretical than anything Bishop Morris ever said or even imagined.11





After attending the huge farewell mass for Bill Morris in Toowoomba, James Foley, bishop of Cairns wrote to the Toowoomba church leadership team:




The reasons, the causes and the motivations for what has occurred may be known only unto God, Who alone may judge. Consistently and officially it has been stated that neither Bill’s own integrity nor his pastoral effectiveness are questioned. The fruits—the proof—of this were palpably evident in Sunday’s celebration. Now, after almost two decades attending episcopal testimonials and funerals, I have never witnessed so simple yet profound an outpouring of appreciation and love. As one of the other bishops there observed afterwards: The best way to go may be to get sacked!







… Never have I been more struck than by the sincerity and depth of Faith at this recent Mass of Thanksgiving. The solid no-nonsense Catholic Faith of the people of the Toowoomba Diocese was un-self-consciously and unpretentiously on display.12





Bill’s book highlights especially through the process suggested by the group gathered for dinner after the Concannon Oration—a report commissioned from retired Justice William Carter and the subsequent canonical report by Fr Ian Waters—that Bishop Morris was denied natural justice. As William Carter said at the Brisbane launch, ‘Scripture abounds with references to justice and to our need to “act justly” in our personal lives. Show me the law or doctrine which exempts the pope and the cardinals three from compliance with this same requirement in the circumstances of a case like this? This is why this book had to be written.’13


In 2012 on the feast of St Benedict, I was back in the Toowoomba Cathedral for the episcopal ordination of Bill Morris’s successor, Bob McGuckin. The presiding prelate was Archbishop Mark Coleridge who was very severe in his homily. He said:




[T]here’s one point in the Rule where Benedict abandons moderation and speaks with a quite untypical severity. He is describing the four kinds of monk, and he speaks approvingly of cenobites and hermits, both of whom live under the rule of an Abbot, one in community, the other in solitude. But then he lashes the free-wheelers he calls sarabaites and gyrovagues. These are the wandering monks who submit to no authority but their own and call holy whatever pleases them, moving from monastery to monastery and abusing hospitality to gratify their own desires at every turn. They are do-it-yourself monks who are a law unto themselves. In the terms we have heard in the Gospel of John, they do not remain in the love of Christ but stay imprisoned in the love of self which, according to St Benedict, is the way of perdition.







…………….







If a Bishop fails to listen to the words of the Master, he will prove to be a law unto himself, every bit as bad as the wandering monks, or worse since he is the shepherd of the flock.







………………..







Our own situation is different in many ways, but the Diocese of Toowoomba has known turbulence in recent times. St Benedict points the way forward—not just for the new Bishop but for the entire community of the Diocese. The way beyond all turbulence is a new listening to the voice of Christ at the heart of the Church, a new obedience to the Lord, which alone can guarantee that we remain in his love.14





Many of us in that Cathedral felt assaulted and we thought the pulpit was being used to commit another wrong on the ever pastoral William Morris who sat there on the sanctuary, dignified, silent and condemned. These were the fading days of Benedict’s papacy. Hopefully under the leadership of Pope Francis we will hear no more homilies like that from our church leaders in Australia, and we will treasure the pastoral insights of bishops like Bill Morris as well as the theological acumen of popes like Benedict at his best, spared the reckless lack of concern for justice and transparency shown by the three cardinals and some others on the Roman team who simply thought it was time to teach the Toowoomba team a lesson. Mind you, Benedict was well past his prime when he wrote to Morris that John Paul II ‘has decided infallibly and irrevocably that the Church has not the right to ordain women to the priesthood’.15


It is no longer appropriate for Church hierarchs to claim that notions of transparency, due process and natural justice are antithetical to the hierarchical nature of the Church or to the primacy of the papacy. The primacy is not to be exercised arbitrarily or capriciously; and defenders of the Church will want to go to great lengths to ensure that the papal office is not perceived to be exercised without sufficient regard to the circumstances and evidence of a case. For the pope to be totally free in the appointment, transfer and removal of bishops, he and his flock have to be assured that his curial officials exercise their power to recommend appointment, transfer or removal in a just and transparent manner.


The laity, the religious, the presbyterate and the bishops in Australia are sure to have a heightened twenty-first century notion of justice, transparency, and due process. This heightened notion is a gift for the contemporary Church. As the present royal commission highlights, it is a precondition for the Church’s continued institutional existence in this country. It is one of the works of the Spirit. It is not antithetical to the nature of the Church. Lumen Gentium puts it well:




Since the kingdom of Christ is not of this world the Church or people of God in establishing that kingdom takes nothing away from the temporal welfare of any people. On the contrary it fosters and takes to itself, insofar as they are good, the ability, riches and customs in which the genius of each people expresses itself. Taking them to itself it purifies, strengthens, elevates and ennobles them.16





The Church of the twenty-first century should be the exemplar of due process, natural justice and transparency—purifying, strengthening, elevating and ennobling these riches and customs of contemporary Western societies which are the homes and social constructs for many of the faithful, including those most directly impacted by the decision to force the dismissal of Bishop Morris.


While there can be little useful reflection and critique of the final decision of Pope Benedict to force the early retirement of Bishop Morris, there is plenty of scope to review the processes and the evidence leading to the submission of the brief for dismissal provided by curial officials to the Holy Father.


I have followed the Morris saga closely. My one new insight from reading Bill’s book is that he was sacked because he was too much a team player with his local church. By sacking their local leader, the Romans hoped to shatter the morale and direction of those who had planned the pastoral strategies of a country diocese stretched to the limits as a Eucharistic community soon to be deprived priests in the Roman mould. I imagine it is still not possible for Pope Francis to apologise for the wrong done to Bishop Morris and the diocese of Toowoomba. The Roman Curia and its mindset would at least have that much of a hold over him. But would not it be a grace for everyone, including those who perpetrated the wrong if he did? On your behalf, I do apologise to William Morris in the name of Christ’s faithful here gathered immediately following the feast of Corpus Christi. I commend the book, urging you to buy it, and I commend the author to your prayers as he continues to minister as a bishop in good standing, convinced that ‘the Church is at its best when it is most transparent, when the eyes of justice and the eyes of the Gospel are so clear that all rights are respected for individuals, no matter who they are in the community’.
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